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This research began as an attempt to question to what extent a politics of solidarity and the evolution of a ‘transnational feminism’ which travels across borders can be established within Arab and Western literary novels. While this study, in spirit, takes its lead from the call for ‘feminism without borders’ within the writings of two contemporary women writers, the Canadian Margaret Atwood and the Lebanese Hanan Al-Shaykh, it responds to the notion of transnationalism and literary ambassadorship from the perspective of Arab-Western relations. This process raises key questions for the reading of women’s writings across sensitive cultural divides: How can the literary contributions of Margaret Atwood and Hanan Al-Shaykh help in reshaping the form and content of a transnational and cultural interaction between the Arab World and the West? Do women writers articulate their concerns in the same manner across cultures? To what extent can literature cross borders and be fully engaged within diverse women’s concerns? And what might hinder the circulation of a transnational literary interaction?
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Introduction: Towards a Transnational Feminist Literature

Whatever our view of what we do, we are made by the forces of people moving about the world. (Spivak, Death 3)​[1]​  

We can all, in imagination or aspiration or perhaps just consumption, be transnational, transcultural, transracial. (Howe 88)


As a theoretical concept, and a vital phenomenon characterizing our contemporary world, transnationalism has emerged across various disciplines: transnational studies, cultural theory, postcolonial studies, anthropology and social sciences. Broadly defined, transnationalism incorporates ‘multiple ties and interactions linking people and institutions across the borders of nation-states’ (Vertovec 447). These forms of ‘ties, interactions, exchange and mobility function intensively and in real time while being spread throughout the world’ (Vertovec 447). Vertovec explains that any theory of transnationalism should be based on the foundation of six principles: a social structure that spans borders, a type of consciousness, a mode of cultural production, an avenue of capital, a site of political engagement and a (re)construction of locality.
 	Transnationalism challenges the limits of nationalism and allows us to transcend national borders. Transnationalism, as Maria Ng and Philip Holden argue, ‘enables us to look not only outside but before the nation, to see continuities in the flow of people, culture and capital’ (Ng and Philip 1). Scholars of social sciences and anthropological studies, such as Glick Schiller and Van Hear, have defined transnationalism in the light of the increasing phenomenon of migration and diaspora, which develop ‘transnational communities’ and ‘social fields’ across national boundaries. Luis Eduardo Guarnizo and Michael Peter Smith argue that ‘transnationalism from below’ describes a network of ordinary people who ‘escape control and domination’ of the capital and the state (transnationalism from above) through instigating ‘cultural hybridity, multi-positional identities, [and] border-crossing’ (Guarnizo and Smith 5). For Ulf Hannerz, the concept of transnationalism is ‘more humble’ and adequate than the term globalization, since it operates within quite a flexible scale of relationships across state boundaries (Hannerz, Transnational 6). He adds that ‘many of the linkages’ evoked by the term cannot also be considered ‘international’ as they do not engage the states as ‘corporate actors’ (Hannerz, Transnational 6). Scholars of cultural studies and postcolonial discourses, (Paul Gilroy, Homi Bhabha, Arjun Appadurai, Sturat Hall and James Clifford), examine transnationalism as a way of exploring the complex formation of identities. Through cultural encounters and racial, ethnic and national interactions, identities can never be fixed nor bounded by national borders, but are subject to changeability. 
This thesis examines transnationalism as a combination of cultural and literary analysis that puts Western and Arabic literatures in dialogue with one another. It explores the ways in which the literary works of two contemporary women writers, the Canadian Margaret Atwood and the Lebanese Hanan Al-Shaykh, are considered transnational. I will argue that Atwood and Al-Shaykh are transnational writers who, in spite of fraught Western-Arab relations, use the transnationality of literature (literary crossing) to evoke cross-cultural encounters and challenge political realities. They hope through this process to see ties of shared understanding between cultures and nations beyond the limited binaries of the West and the Middle East. My analysis of transnationalism addresses elements emerging within the literature of postcolonial, cultural and comparative studies, where attempts are made to engage Western literature with the literature produced by (non-Western) writers. I put ‘non-Western’ in brackets as there has not been an unbiased term that replaces this construction. Third-World women writers, Arab women writers, Middle Eastern women writers are all limiting categories that invite division. In the literary works that I will examine in this thesis, I will explore transnationalism as a process of what I will call literary diplomacy, where the novels of Atwood and Al-Shaykh travel in time and space and speak to Western and Arab audiences across the cultural divides. At the same time, this study will take into consideration the reader and the context of reception. For this reason, I aim to explore how the politics of reception has played a significant role in influencing the transnational crossing of literature. I will show how the reception context, readers’ reinterpretations and the literary circulation of some of Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels have been shaped by the pressing political and cultural tensions between the West and the Middle East.
The rising Western and Middle Eastern political tensions and, more recently, the events of 9/11 have resulted in a shift in people’s consciousness. Increasing fear of Islam and an interest in the situation of Middle Eastern women in the West have also influenced the way readers receive Western and Arab literatures. Like many others, the debates associated with these subjects, and the political tension between the West and the Middle East, have affected my life because I come from an Arab country. Personally, I oppose a world view of the West/Middle East division and refuse to perceive myself through a single cultural prism. Living the cultural experiences of both Western and Arab cultures, I consider myself privileged, in a sense even empowered, to be able to experience the varieties in both. I do not intend to evoke a utopian endeavour through using a transnational perspective. However, I do intend to appreciate the complexity of the relationship existing between Western and Arab subjects as portrayed through the literature of Atwood and Al-Shaykh. At the same time, I wish to acknowledge the fact that people’s differences should not deter the need for interaction. As Russell Ferguson and others have pointed out, ‘it is not too much to hope for a future in which we can recognize differences without seizing them as levers in a struggle of power’ (Ferguson 13). It seems appropriate to think of transnationalism within literary studies, as Steven Vertovec explains, as ‘a type of consciousness’; or as Paul Gilroy maintains a ‘double consciousness’: a two-way road for better cultural communication and literary crossing of Western-Arab boundaries. 
According to Tom Cheesman et al. axial writing is the literature that ‘speak[s] of and to transnational communities’ and ‘spans the distances across which transnational communities are dispersed’. Transnationalism seems to evoke these processes of encounter and involves raising questions about the shifting meanings of ‘belonging’ and ‘roots’, ‘home’ and ‘abroad’, ‘local’ and ‘global’, ‘here’ and ‘there’; notions which have significant meanings in Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s literary writings (Cheesman, n. pag.). One of the primarily concerns of this research is to examine how Atwood and Al-Shaykh negotiate these transnational connections in their writings and how they participate in addressing cultural debates about nationalism, cosmopolitanism, multiculturalism and globalisation. From this perspective, I perceive Atwood and Al-Shaykh as ‘transnational literary ambassadors’. By ‘ambassador’, I do not wish to suggest that Atwood and Al-Shaykh are representatives of national interests in the conventional meaning of the term. Rather, I am using the term to clarify their interests in using writing for a kind of behind-the-scenes negotiation between cultures and subjects, to establish connections with others, and to recognize the alternative status each novelist has enjoyed through her literary and cultural success. Atwood and Al-Shaykh are the kind of ambassadors who have turned their national origins inside out through their transnational feminism. Atwood is the kind of ambassador who is conscious of her literary position and aware that the political, cultural and feminist aspects of her works leave a significant impact on her readers. Coral Ann Howell argues that Atwood’s 
writing is grounded in a strong sense of her cultural identity as a Canadian and a woman. These are not, however, limiting categories, for her writing challenges boundaries of nationality and gender in its explorations of what it means to be a human being. (Howell, Margaret Atwood’s 5)
Al-Shaykh’s cultural power, on the other hand, originates from experiencing varied sets of traditions from the West and the Arab world. Both, however, develop a transnational sense of literature; as they progress in their literary careers Atwood and Al-Shaykh negotiate and transcend geographical spaces and national borders. 
Using this concept of literary ambassadorship, some general theoretical questions will be raised in this thesis. In what sense can we consider Atwood and Al-Shaykh transnational writers? How do they use literature to negotiate and challenge Western-Middle Eastern political and feminist divisions? And in what ways do the transnational encounters portrayed in Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s fiction respond to the cultural, feminist and political uncertainty between the West and the Middle East? I will explore whether or not Atwood and Al-Shaykh, through this encounter, see an opportunity to transcend West-Middle Eastern binaries. Moreover, I will explore whether it is the transnationality of their literature that has led to their success.
In Chapter Two I will discuss the reception of Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Women of Sand and Myrrh (1991). The questions this chapter tries to answer include: what makes Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels popular and readily accessible to various contemporary audiences? Is it possible to change the perceptions of gender through literature when Western-Middle Eastern politics influence the context of reception? How did Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels become entangled in Western-Middle Eastern political contexts, post-9/11? And what kinds of re-evaluation of these works have occurred post-9/11? In this chapter, I will argue that the events of 9/11 have brought further recognition and new interpretations to Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels. The transnational role of literature in crossing Western-Middle Eastern cultural divides is reflected through the role of readers who provide new meanings to these texts, with the potential of marginalising the writers’ message. Drawing upon Stanley Fish’s reader response theory, I shall illustrate the question of readership and show how readers, influenced by contemporary political and cultural contexts, have an integral role in determining the meaning and the transnational circulation of the novels. To some extent they also influence the way in which the writers themselves are received, especially in Hanan Al-Shaykh’s case. Atwood and Al-Shaykh are positioned in the new global ‘cold war’ between the West and the Middle East, even when they do not wish to be so.   
In Chapters Three and Four, I will trace Hanan Al-Shaykh’s personal and literary journey from both national and cosmopolitan perspectives. The subject of transnationality present in her novels becomes a vantage point through which she balances Arab and Western cultures. Focusing on Al-Shaykh’s shifting positions of nationalism and cosmopolitanism, I will explore her journey through a reading of her novels Beirut Blues (1995) and Only in London (2001). I intend to address the following questions: how has this cultural crossing shaped Al-Shaykh’s awareness of the complexity of identity construction and changed her relationship with her homeland? What is Al-Shaykh’s relationship with the Western culture she inhabits, and has this experience enabled or limited her aspirations to cross cultural divides? How has her contact with London further influenced her appreciation of transnationalism? In Beirut Blues, I will argue that Al-Shaykh reveals her complex anti-nationalist position and envisages her first cross-cultural encounter within a war-ravaged Beirut. Only in London establishes Al-Shaykh’s literary position as a transnational, cosmopolitan writer, one who can transcend national borders and move easily between diverse cultures and geopolitical regions. In both novels, I will explain how Al-Shaykh uses cities and the image of the Arab female flâneur as integral elements in achieving her transnational literary crossing. 
Finally, in Chapters Five and Six I will discuss Atwood’s national concerns along with the development of her transnational project. Questions that I intend to address in this section include: how did Atwood represent transnational literary crossings in her early works? What aspects of Atwood’s novels can speak to Arab audiences and make them relevant to current Western-Middle Eastern relations? How does Atwood use a Canadian setting to address her literary imagining of a transnational crossing? Does her concern for her Canadian identity conflict with her transnationalism? And what are the possible limits of Atwood’s transnational project? At the beginning of her literary career, in light of Canada’s postcolonial identity, the question of Canadian nationality was a priority for Atwood. Nevertheless, as I will argue, along the lines of nationalism Atwood is keen to experiment with transnationalism and cross-cultural encounters. The contact between the West and the Middle East and the inclusion of Arab and Asian characters in some of Atwood’s fiction confirm her early interest in a transnational project, one that establishes her willingness to transcend Canada’s borders to explore and understand other cultures. Chapter Five explores these transnational encounters in three of Atwood’s short stories and suggests that these are superficial confrontations that focus on cultural stereotypes and what it means to be an outsider trying to survive in a new culture. Chapter Six explains how Atwood’s national and transnational identities intersect, and sometimes even shift towards the transnational perspective. I will argue that Atwood’s attempt to contemplate such transnational and transcultural encounters develops into a more sophisticated representation of Middle Eastern and Asian characters in her novels Cat’s Eye (1988) and Oryx and Crake (2003). I will explore the aspects through which these novels are able to cross to the Arab world and speak to an Arab readership, especially Arab women. For this reason, in my critique of Cat’s Eye I turn briefly to Hanan Al-Shaykh’s The Story of Zahra (1980) to argue that, in spite of being addressed to specifically national contexts, these novels travel and interact with other cultures through their universal aspects. Moreover, I will analyse the East-West encounters in Cat’s Eye and Oryx and Crake to illustrate that, in spite of the limitations of Atwood’s transnationalism, she remains committed to a cultural dialogue between the East and West. It is important to note, here, that the ‘East’ in this thesis refers to the Middle East and the Arab world in particular. 

Transnational Western and Arab Feminisms: The Politics of Difference

Transnational feminism is neither revolutionary tourism, nor mere celebration of testimony. It is rather through the route of feminism that economic theories of social choice and philosophical theories of ethical preference can be complicated by cultural material. (Spivak, Outside 284)


Feminists in the West and the Arab Middle East face major disagreements. Recent political events in the world, in particular American policies towards the Middle East and the so-called ‘war on terror’, have reinforced the East/West polarization. The current international political scene has had an impact on feminists, generally enmeshing them in intense and ongoing debates which shape their complex and sometimes contradictory relationship with each other. In spite of a recognition that strands of feminism do vary and that they are not of a monolithic nature (nor can they be reduced to the categories of ‘West’ or ‘Arab’), the following two sections will outline a number of the contemporary debates in  Western-Arab feminism.  They will draw attention to some of the continuities and discontinuities that have been shaping this relationship. These debates have informed my research and appreciation of a transnational literary reading of Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s fiction. Such readings apply not only across Western and Arab divides but also envisage literature as the ground for establishing transnational feminist crossings through its engagement with feminist debates.
My research benefited from two feminist studies that theorize transnational feminism. These are, Scattered Hegemonies: Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices (1994) edited by Caren Kaplan and Inderpal Grewal, and Mappings: Feminism and the Cultural Geographies of Encounter (1998) by Susan Stanford Friedman. Although Kaplan and Grewal call for ‘transnational feminism’, while Friedman calls for ‘locational feminism’, there is no contradiction in terms of ideology. This is because the authors share a vision that ‘feminism’ is able to cross ‘national boundaries and personal borders’ and adapts itself to new historical conditions and geopolitical locations (Friedman 3, 5). They reject the notion of a ‘universal’ or ‘global’ feminism that posits the construction of ‘a theory of hegemonic oppression’ based on gender as a unifying category (Kaplan and Grewal 17) and endorse a ‘feminism’ that does not arise in ‘purely indigenous forms,’ but ‘develops syncretistically out of a transcultural interaction with others’ (Friedman 5).  
Kaplan and Grewal perceive ‘transnational feminism’ as the ground for appreciating the complex position of various feminisms. They focus on ‘gendered forms of cultural hegemony at diverse levels in societies’ and on the ‘travel[ling] of feminist discourse as it is produced and disseminated through cultural divides that mark global inequalities’ (Kaplan and Grewal, ‘Transnational Feminist’ 358). Kaplan and Grewal theorize the notion of ‘linkage’ as a way of conceiving feminism beyond its indigenous context. At the same time, ‘feminist agendas must be viewed as a formulation and reformulation that is contingent on historically specific conditions’ (Kaplan and Grewal, ‘Transnational Feminist’ 358). They explain how organizations such as ‘Women Against Fundamentalism’ and ‘Women Living Under Muslim Laws’ are effectively resisting all religious fundamentalism and patriarchal traditions through establishing transnational feminist networks. These organizations examine the similarities and differences in the situation of women living under fundamentalist ideologies in Western and Eastern societies (Kaplan and Grewal, Scattered Hegemonies 23-24). Kaplan and Grewal question
any emphasis on similarities, universalisms, or essentialisms in favour of articulating links among the diverse, unequal, and uneven relations of historically constituted subjects. […] Linkage does not require reciprocity or sameness or commonality. It can and must acknowledge differentials of power and participation in cultural production, but it also can and must trace the connections among seemingly disparate elements. (Kaplan and Grewal, ‘Transnational Feminist’ 359) 

Friedman’s locational feminism is based on the epistemology that ‘changing historical and geographical specificities’ produce ‘different feminist theories, agendas, and political practices’ (Friedman 5). She states
Locational feminism pays attention to the specificities of time and place […] it is not parochially limited to a single feminist formation and takes as its founding principle the multiplicity of heterogeneous feminist movements and the conditions that produce them. (Friedman 5) 

Friedman is conscious of the transnational encounters that people have through crossing national, racial and cultural borders. In a similar way to the linkage made by Kaplan and Grewal, Friedman suggests roots-routes and intercultural encounters are geopolitical narratives of identity. Roots and routes are connected: the former represents identity formed within stability and continuity; the latter signifies ‘identity based on travel, change, and disruption’ (Friedman 153). Through the intersection of these processes, ‘people know who they are through the stories they tell about themselves and others’ (Friedman 8). Narrative texts, Friedman contends, ‘constitute primary documents of cultural expressivity’ of people’s experiences (Friedman 8).  
	These scholars’ insightful perceptions of the complexity of human interaction across the confining particularities of race, nation, religion, gender and geography have been crucial to the implementation of a transnational feminist theory. I contend that notions of transnationalism, linkage, roots-routes and cultural interaction are needed for Western and Arab feminists to establish transnational connections. As well as the reading of Western and Arab literature, the current situation regarding West-Middle East political relations which has affected feminist relations is one major motive for doing so. A transnational feminist perspective, provided that it does not diminish women’s cultural and historical contexts, helps the crossing of national and cultural divides and reflects women’s varied experiences.	
Ironically, the colonial period of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries paved the way for transnational connections between the West and the Middle East. The mobility of people had resulted in national and racial interactions, and the mixture of ideologies, traditions and cultural practices. It was also during this period that the ideological schism between Western and Arab feminisms first materialized. In tracing the historical trajectory of Arab feminism at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, one cannot avoid the imperialist legacy that has characterized the unequal relationship between Western and Arab feminists. Western feminist discourse, according to Chandra Mohanty, has complied with a colonial agenda. She argues that Western feminisms ‘appropriate and colonize the constitutive complexities that characterize the lives of [Third World] women’ as oppressed in a process of ‘homogenization and systematization’ of women in the Third World (Mohanty, Feminism 19-20). Arab feminists have embraced a defensive position in response to the claims that have considered them as one homogenous oppressed group. Though the European imperialist presence in the Middle East allowed the Arab intellectual elite (and upper-middle class men and women) to benefit from Western experiences of modernization, it also paved the way for a pattern of relations between the West and the Arab world that can be described as biased and discriminatory (Sharabi, Neopatriarchy 75). Many scholars have conceded that European colonialism left its thumbprint on the cultural relationship between Western and Arab feminisms, and on the political relations between countries. Others, like Amirh Sinbul and Margot Bardran, have suggested that the deterioration in the situation of Arab women can be blamed on imperialist policies that employed European personal status laws similar to those in Europe.
	In tracing the historical, political and cultural contexts that influenced the structure of Arab societies, Hisham Sharabi, a scholar in the history of cultures, argues that Western imperialism had a negative and ‘distorting impact’ on the construction of Arab countries (Sharabi, Neopatriarchy 75). He states that ‘in the political domain imperialism was responsible for fragmenting the Arab world politically and economically, and for consolidating traditional patriarchal power’ (Sharabi, Neopatriarchy 74).
According to Sharabi, the political and economic hegemony of imperialism is indeed problematic. Yet the cultural domination imposed by the West is far more dangerous as culture is rather fluid and misleading (Sharabi, Neopatriarchy 76). Sharabi’s historical and political analysis glosses Margot Badran’s reading of the Western/Arab relationship. Badran, a specialist in Middle Eastern gender studies, suggests that colonialism affected the roots of disparity between Western feminists and Arab feminists. This, she argues, can be traced to the time of the British occupation of Egypt. When Western feminists went to Egypt in 1911, they intended to ‘awaken Eastern women to feminism and help them organize’ (Badran, Feminists 70). They wanted to expand their network, raising Arab women’s awareness of their rights. However, women activists in Egypt were ‘busy creating a nationalist feminist culture’ of their own (Badran, Feminists 70). 
	The problem with Western feminists, according to Badran, was that they failed to realize the impossibility of discussing the rights of suffrage when not only women, but also men had no rights under British occupation. Badran suggests that Western feminists of the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance were not operating on a similar ground with non-Western women. This was reflected in the report of Carrie Chapman Catt (the Alliance leader) which revealed ‘the arrogance of imperial feminism and the tutorial role Western feminists assigned [for] themselves’ (Badran, Feminists 71). Western feminists viewed non-Western women as socially and politically ignorant. However, the involvement of Egyptian women in struggles that were both national and gender-based had positive outcomes. Ironically, one was that this involvement led to the emergence of an indigenous feminist movement and the empowerment of Arab women against colonial occupation and patriarchal oppression. The early decades of the twentieth century witnessed the emergence of organized women’s movements in many Arab countries: Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Palestine. In 1923, shortly after the national revolution against the British occupation of Egypt in 1919, the Egyptian Feminist Union was founded under the leadership of Huda Sha‘rawi and the Palestine-Jewish Women’s Equal Rights Association was established in Palestine. The first Iraqi women’s movement was founded during the 1920s and was called ‘Women’s Awakening’ (Nahda al-Nisa) (Al-Ali, Iraqi Women 12). Jean Makdisi provides a historical description of the emergence of the Egyptian and American women’s movements in the nineteenth century, whereas Therese Saliba discusses the Palestinian women activists’ struggle for autonomy and national sovereignty. More recently, the Arab Women’s Solidarity Association was established under the leadership of Nawal El-Saadawi in 1982 (El Saadawi 261). The Arab women’s struggle had two forms of colonization to overcome: the external battle against political disruption and colonial intervention and the internal battle against patriarchal traditions. This encounter between Western and Egyptian feminists reveals that ‘gender brought women together, but only to a point’ since the consequences of colonialism have continued to obscure Western and Arab feminist relations even after independence (Badran, Feminists 72). 
For anthropologist Rosemary Sayigh, the ‘very different historic conjuncture’ out of which Western and Arab feminisms developed cannot be overlooked when studying these movements (Sayigh 6). Feminists in the West were fighting for their political and economic rights ‘within established nation-states’ (Sayigh 6). On the other hand, Arab women were excluded from political rights such as voting, and from economic participation in the public sphere. A socio-cultural divide of traditions determined the nature of relations existing between men and women in the Arab world. Sayigh relates the belated emergence of an Arab feminist movement to the state of chaos imposing itself on Arab countries. Imperialist occupation forced many Arabs to prioritize the call for national liberation over women’s concerns. Arab countries were disunited by 
European intrusion (economic, cultural, military, political), the disintegration of the Ottoman order, nationalist struggles in which women participated, the consolidation of new states and national boundaries, external attacks and internal conflict, [and] economic polarization between rich and poor regions and classes. (Sayigh 6) 

Nevertheless, these factors did not prevent Arab feminists from continuing their attempts to establish a feminist movement that looked forward to achieving women’s rights.	
The notion that Arab feminism lacks originality and legitimacy because it is an imitation of a wider, and more ‘authentic’ Western model of feminism has provoked further disagreement between Western and Arab feminists. In Women and Islam, Fatima Mernissi refers to several works by religious scholars who discussed the position of women in Islam. She challenges the conservative Islamic position, which sees feminism as a Western project (Mernissi 49, 65). Several other feminists have also challenged this notion. Badran and Cooke argue that the term ‘Al-Nisaiyat’, meaning feminism, was used in the Arab world in 1909 by Malak Hifni Nasif (Badran and Cooke 134). Kumari Jayawardena also notes that ‘those who want to continue to keep the women of our countries in a position of subordination find it convenient to dismiss feminism as a foreign ideology’ (Jayawardena 1). She mentions the names of Western women who helped in raising ‘Asian feminist consciousness’ as early as the 19th century (Jayawardena 20-22).  Arab feminists argue that, with the long history of national and gender crises inflicted on their nations as a result of colonialism, civil wars and imperial occupation, they do not need to rely on Western feminism to open their eyes to what is happening in their countries’ political and socio-economic arenas. Nor do they need their awareness of political and social rights enhancing. This argument can hold true if one turns a blind eye to the historical colonialism that shaped transnational relations between the West and the Middle East. In fact, this emphasizes the belief that Western and Eastern constructs are not entirely distinct, but rather that the two have influenced each other, the nature of their relationship being far more complicated than it appears. Though one can concur with Judith Tucker’s view that much of the disagreement between Western and Arab women springs from the supposition that the experiences of Western feminists should not be the benchmark for judging others’ experiences (Tucker viii), it would seem that that the dynamics of an effective transnational feminist agency cannot be achieved without mutual interaction. 
In her cross-cultural study of women’s movements in the world, Diane Margolis believes that feminist movements intersect with each others and that Western influence over Eastern feminist movements cannot be overlooked (Margolis 384). Feminist movements in previously colonized countries moulded this influence to meet their national needs, in spite of the perception of feminism as a foreign Western notion (Margolis 384). Margolis draws a hopeful conclusion, suggesting that, 
there can be no one correct feminism. If women around the world are to hold on to the tentative advances already made toward equality and build upon them, it will be because differing movements around the world accept, respect, and learn from their heterogeneity. (Margolis 396) 
 
The divergence between Western and Arab feminist relations has been aggravated by the never-ending negative stereotyping of Arab women. According to Deniz Kandiyoti, whenever Muslim women’s concerns are raised, they are immediately located within the argument that Islam as a religion encapsulates the reasons for Muslim women’s backwardness and its incompatibility with women’s emancipation (Kandiyoti, ‘Contemporary’ 9). She states that in response to these claims of Islam as oppressive, feminist discourse in the Middle East has advanced in two directions: ‘denying that Islamic practices are necessarily oppressive or asserting that oppressive practices are not necessarily Islamic’ (Kandiyoti, ‘Contemporary’ 9). The harem woman and, most recently, the veiled woman are the two recurrent images that are filtered through Western popular culture. Arab feminists have to define and correct these limited and limiting representations. Azizah Al-Hibri, Mona Fayad, and Marsha Hamilton have questioned why Arab women are still perceived as submissive, silent, vulnerable and obedient, and why there is such a strong drive from the West to present them so negatively. As Marnia Lazreg writes:
The fetishism of the concept, Islam, in particular, obscures the living reality of the women and men subsumed under it. […] To understand the role of religion in women’s lives, we must identify the conditions under which it emerges as a significant factor, as well as those that limit its scope. (Lazreg, ‘Feminism’ 95)
  
The persistence of stereotyping Arab women has led to problems of perspective. Some Arab feminists have argued that it is imperative for both Western and Arab feminists not to reinforce their differences and thus intensify their disunity. In the introduction to her edited collection, Suhha Sabbagh, a specialist in women’s studies, condemns the American media and Western feminists for the destructive role they play in leading American society to believe misrepresentations of Arabs. She terms this the ‘culture of misery’ (Sabbagh xiii). Such a culture of misrepresentation generates a rich medium for ethnocentrism and cultural antagonism. Instead of joining powers ‘to form bonds of sisterhood across cultures, [or] to depict the happy and unhappy realities of women’s lives, [or] to liberate Arab women,’ Sabbagh notes that such a destructive viewpoint further prejudices the relations between Western and Arab feminists (Sabbagh xiii). 
Another point in Sabbagh’s argument which is integral to strengthening the bond of the transnational feminist agency between Western and Arab feminists concerns what could be called cultural respect and mutual understanding. Sabbagh believes that ‘all countries of the world still practice some form of discrimination against women’; this, she believes, will not be eliminated unless significant changes occur in the cultural perception of the ‘Other’. She explains that ‘it is important to remember that all cultures are sensitized to internal forms of oppression, but it is essential not to judge other cultures through the norms of the culture that we live in’ (Sabbagh xvi). What Sabbagh is criticizing is the double standard employed by the West in its views of the Middle East, and particularly in its views of Middle Eastern women. Recognition of the ‘Other’ must be viewed in terms of the social structure and the cultural traditions of each society. Before attacking Arab culture and the situation of women there, the West must understand the social organization of the extended family, which offers its members security, assurance and support. This differs considerably from that of individuals in the West. Although the family still provides for its members, this role has been assumed, to some extent, by the state rather than the family. Without equipping them with the means to guarantee their survival, Sabbagh contends that it is not wise to ask Arab women to ‘jump out of an airplane without the benefit of a parachute’ (Sabbagh xv). Arab women need to empower themselves and establish a collective agency through which they can stand up and defend their rights. During the 1990s, some feminist voices called for an ‘Islamic Feminism’ as a way to empower Arab women, and seek agency and social and gender equality for both sexes through establishing an Islamic paradigm. These feminists see no contradiction between Islam and feminism. Presenting reinterpretations of the Qur’an and the Sunnah, Islamic feminists challenge the misogynist readings of many religious scholars, who justify women’s inferior position by quoting verses from the Qur’an and Prophetic traditions. According to Tariq Ramadan, these feminists also counter the ‘repeated allusions’ about ‘women in Islam’ (Ramadan, Western 139).
Margot Badran also suggests that feminism within the Islamic tradition has the opportunity to achieve reform (Badran, ‘Towards Islamic’ 159 -188).
As an Arab-American living the cultural and social experiences of the Middle East and the West, Sabbagh is aware of the difficulties of communicating across cultural boundaries. She believes that to allow the differences between cultures to become fertile land for accusations is to misunderstand ‘the feminist motto “sisterhood is global”’ (Sabbagh xx). The complexity underlying Western and Arab feminist relations is further complicated by the fact that these are not homogenous entities: each has its own internal contradictions and differing factions. These include: secular feminists, radical feminists, liberal feminists, and Islamic feminists. The irony lies in the fact that, even with their political, religious and socio-cultural differences and varied scales of priorities, Western and Arab feminists are not opposed. They share the hope of achieving equal rights for women.
Criticizing the American media for its persistently negative view of Arab women, Michelle Sharif draws attention to the impact of such practices on Arab-Western women’s relations. She states that ‘in such a hostile atmosphere, a productive dialogue becomes next to impossible. Arab women need to feel Westerners respect their culture before talking frankly about the problems within their societies’ (Sharif 157). ‘The dream of global sisterhood’ cannot materialize if ‘Orientalist views of Middle Eastern and North African culture continue to influence Western thought’ (Sharif 157). Furthermore, Sharif sees in the Western intervention to rescue Arab women from oppression another obstacle to Western-Arab feminists’ relations. Western feminists do not only perceive Arab women as submissive and helpless; they also have no faith in the latter’s capabilities of self-empowerment against oppression. There is the reasoning that any solution to the situation has to be ‘external’ and ‘obviously western’ (Sharif 155). For Sharif, then, the dawn of a universal feminism will arrive only through the replacement of racist ideologies with cultural acceptance. Though this is a ‘long and arduous process’, Sharif contends that this can be achieved if Arab and Western feminists ‘invest time and energy in understanding one another’ and ‘encourage dialogue between all women on the subject of racism and bigotry against Arab/Muslim societies and its effects on global sisterhood’ (Sharif 152). Sharif’s comments echo Kaplan and Grewal’s call for the development of transnational feminist practices. These will give women roles to form alliances with other feminist groups and resist agendas of oppression and discrimination against women. Women’s unity for a cause ‘create[s] affiliations between women from different communities who are interested in examining and working against the links that support and connect very diverse patriarchal practices’ (Kaplan and Grewal, Scattered Hegemonies 26).
Apart from the issues which exist among Arab feminists themselves, the ongoing debate about women’s veiling in Muslim cultures raises another controversy in Western-Arab feminist relations. For the last century or so, with the increase in the number of Muslim women wearing the hijab the veil has been added to the long list of negative attributes related to Arab women. The religion of Islam itself has been attacked and accused of subjugating women. The veil has been dragged to the centre of the political dispute. It has been viewed as sign of women’s backwardness and oppression and as a symbol of the rigidity of the Islamic commandments. In her study Women and Gender in Islam, Leila Ahmed states that the colonial discourse of the twentieth century perceived Islam as a religion that is ‘innately and immutably oppressive to women, that the veil and segregation epitomized that oppression, and that these customs were the fundamental reasons for the general and comprehensive backwardness of Islamic societies’ (Ahmed 152). WWestern feminists’ inability to understand what veiling represents to Muslim cultures has caused a clash of ideologies. Linking Muslim women’s liberation to the issue of the veil is to misconceive the true reasons behind women’s subjection. This attitude, which prioritises Western ideology over that of other cultures, has forced some Arab feminist scholars to take a defensive position regarding Islam. Azizah Al-Hibri and Sherine Hafez, for instance, believe that there is more to the Muslim woman than whether or not she wears a veil.
Linguistic differences have also created a degree of suspicion among some Arab feminists’ towards the term ‘feminism’. Since there is no equivalent for the word ‘feminism’ in Arabic, several attempts have been made to find a suitable translation. However, as some feminists continue to perceive the term as part of an imported Western ideology, the use of ‘feminism’ and ‘feminist’ has been constantly questioned within Arab culture. A number of critics have conceived the terms as another form of cultural invasion imposed on postcolonial societies. Until now, some Arab women scholars and critics have refused to be named ‘feminists’ for fear of being pigeonholed as Westernized and, even worse, being accused of turning their backs on Islamic traditions and Arab identity. This refusal reflects the negative impact of colonization still present in the Arab memory. A further reason for this denunciation springs from the misrepresentation often associated with radical forms of Western feminism. As Al-Ali explains in her study of the Egyptian Women’s Movement, the reason that Egyptian women reject the term ‘feminism’, and prefer instead ‘women’s activism’, is linked to their anxiety that in its most radical forms the term ‘feminist’ provokes 
antagonism and animosity, and sometimes even anxiety, among a great number of women activists, who seem to have internalized the way feminists are being portrayed in prevailing Egyptian discourses: men-hating, aggressive, possibly lesbian (but most likely to be obsessed with sex), and certainly westernized women. (Al-Ali, Secularism 4) 
	
This shows not only Arab women’s lack of confidence in being identified as feminists (in spite of their political activism) but also reveals the unjustified stereotyping of, and prejudice against, Western feminists. In both cases, however, it exposes the history of discrimination that exists and enforces woman’s ‘otherness’ in male-dominated cultures. It emphasizes the fact that women are marked as different and reduced to misrepresentations. 
Despite this backdrop of conflict, the implementation of the term ‘feminism’ should, I believe, be collectively embraced rather than be specific to one culture. Miriam Cooke’s argument in favour of the term ‘feminism’ seems to be convincing. For her, the term ‘feminist’ describes women ‘who think and do something about changing expectations for women’s social role and responsibilities’ (Cooke, Women ix). She further explains that ‘whether they name themselves “unthawiyat” or “nassawiyat” (Al-Ali qtd. in Cooke ix), or “womanists” (Zuhur qtd. in Cooke ix), or “remakers of women” (Abu Lughod qtd. in Cooke ix)’, these feminists embrace the same dynamics of change to pursue the advancement of women (Cooke, Women ix). Using the terms ‘feminism’ and ‘feminists’ unapologetically, Cooke states that ‘feminism is a powerful name with historical resonance’ (Cooke, Women ix). She believes that having a single aim capable of uniting women is much more important than clinging to terminology. Margot Badran affirms Cooke’s perspective in an interview. When asked if Islamic feminism is a Western import, Badran stressed the universality of feminism and answered that ‘Islamic feminism, as a discourse grounded in the Quran and other religious texts, is not “Western,” nor it is “Eastern”. It is a universal discourse’ (Badran qtd. in Sikand, n. pag.). 
Nadje Al-Ali also defends the use of the terms ‘feminism’ and ‘feminists’, but adopts a slightly different perspective. She believes that there is no harm in Arab feminists being influenced by Western feminism, as long as the objective is to end discrimination and achieve solidarity. Al-Ali reflects that ‘the history of humankind is a history of encounters and exchange’ (Al-Ali qtd. in Al-Raida 54). 
Even when differences between Western and Arab feminisms are still present, the existence of such debates becomes the ground for establishing transnational agency and constructive interaction. To achieve meaningful communication, Western and Arab feminists must understand their cultural differences, which have been historically and politically augmented, and concentrate on the objective of achieving a ‘transnational feminist project’. It is true, as Elizabeth Wilson states, that ‘there will be feminisms, not feminism, because women’s life experiences are so diverse today that the idea of a single, unifying women’s movement no longer makes sense’ (Wilson 19). This, however, does not mean that feminists cannot find a collective ground for interaction and communication. 








Western Feminism and Arab Feminism: Similarities

Women, let’s not let the danger of the journey and the vastness of the territory scare us – let’s look forward and open paths in these woods. (emphasis original; Moraga and Anzaldúa v) 


In popular culture, the stereotypical misrepresentations of women and their bodies have been at the centre of debate among Western and Arab feminists. The invasive male gaze, the Madonna/whore complex, the Oriental women of the harem, the state patriarchy over women and women’s sexuality are prominent subjects in feminist writings which I will examine in the following section by referring to Susan Suleiman’s edited collection The Female Body in Western Culture and Faegheh Shirazi’s The Veil Unveiled. The reason for choosing these two texts (representing the cultures of the West and of the East respectively) springs from a recognition that women’s cultural representations are complicated. Muslim women, for example, have always been stereotyped as the Oriental harem women, sexual objects, oppressively veiled to the extent that it often seems that there is neither alternative to, nor escape from, these misrepresentations (Shohat 40-42). These texts give insights into the nature of gender discrimination, and they will be referred to in challenging the tendency to over-emphasize the differences between Western and Arab feminisms. Neither Shirazi nor Suleiman emphasize a common ideology. Their studies might even show what divides the West and the Middle East politically. However, what is significant in these studies is Suleiman and Shirazi’s underlying interpretation that deplores women’s sexual objectification and, more generally, is committed to strengthening women’s transnational feminist agency and collaboration to counter such misrepresentations. 
Suleiman’s collection of articles brings the disciplines of literature, art, medicine, and film together, pointing out stereotypical injustices. Here, Western women and the different representations of the female body are shown as manipulated. In one of the articles in Suleiman’s collection, Carol Armstrong interprets the man-woman relationship vis-à-vis the power of the male gaze and the exposure of female nudity. In her interpretation of Edgar Degas’s painting The Interior, which depicts female domesticity to male’s power, Armstrong describes the subject-object relationship entirely from the perspective of the male’s gaze at a half-nude woman, where the woman is positioned as a victim in the domestic realm. Armstrong emphasizes the role this powerful-powerless dichotomy plays in decoding a language of patriarchal domination and submission in which the female’s body is dominated by the male (Armstrong 225, 229). Through the woman’s nudity, the dynamics of power underscore the sexual hierarchies of difference: the man is the sexually active opponent of the woman, who is the sexually passive, subordinate recipient. The man’s violation of the woman’s privacy is represented through rendering her naked. The representation of the Western woman’s enslavement to the man’s gaze is decoded through the sexual politics of power. In a reversal of the gaze, Malek Alloula, in The Colonial Harem, examines the colonial French gaze over Algerian women. Subduing the inaccessible veiled Algerian women becomes a colonial obsession. The postcard representing images of nude Algerian women becomes the epitome of violence. However, as the colonizer is not able to transcend and reach the woman behind the veil, the gaze becomes his prison, as ‘the exoticism’ that the French colonizer ‘thought he could handle without any problems suddenly discloses to him a truth unbearable for the further exercise of his craft’ (Alloula 11). Despite the coloniser’s effort to the contrary, the veil reverses the sexual hierarchy. Instead of being an object of desire, a disempowered slave for the colonizer’s gaze, the Algerian woman becomes empowered in private and public spaces preventing any trespassing. Alloula writes:
These veiled women are not only an embarrassing enigma to the photographer but an outright attack upon him. It must be believed that the feminine gaze that filters through the veil is a gaze of a particular kind: concentrated by the tiny orifice for the eye, this womanly gaze is a little like the eye of a camera, like the photographic lens that takes aim at everything. (Alloula 14)

The eroticized gaze is further complicated in Faegheh Shirazi’s cultural analysis of the exploitation of Muslim women in advertisements, erotic magazines, cinematic films, and political conflicts. Shirazi echoes the sexual nature of Carol Armstrong’s reading of the gaze, but diverges from it in that she presents an additional interpretation of the gaze, using East/West political conflicts. Although the politics of the gaze will be explained through East/West divides, what is more interesting is the employment of the sexual gaze over the arena of the female body. 
Shirazi critiques the complications and contradictions of relations between the West and the East. She suggests that the image of veiled Muslim women in American popular culture, in particular in advertisements and erotic magazines, is manipulated to serve two purposes: veiled Muslim women are represented as the ill-treated, victimized women who wait for the chivalric Western male liberator to end their misery, and as sexually undermined and socially degraded beings. The persistently erotic image of the harem woman surfaces to mock the chastity of veiled Muslim women. For example, the message American erotic magazines, such as Penthouse, Playboy, and Hustler, give is that behind their veiling these women are easily accessible. Shirazi explains that all the images represented fall into three reductive contexts: the concubines of the harem, the suppressed ‘chattel’ woman, and the easily conquered, veiled woman (Shirazi 12-13). 
Any political analysis of such hegemony is interpreted in terms of Western colonization over the East, with the colonial construct of violation determining the nature of East/West relations. The West coerces the East, it degrades and reduces it through dehumanizing (and metaphorically conquering) Muslim women in what Shirazi sees as the Western imperialist ‘feminization’ of the East. For the Western man, the defeat of the Arab man is through the violation of the Arab woman’s privacy. As Meyda Yeğenoğlu argues, the veiled woman represents the realm of invisibility and mystique. Such a woman is a threat to the Western man’s masculinity, as he cannot invade or subjugate her, and this disturbs his own sense of power and self. For that reason, in male Orientalist fantasies and desires, the veiled woman is reduced to a silent sexual symbol through the penetrating gaze of the male. For example, Frantz Fanon reads into the psychological politics of the colonizer’s gaze over the colonized and veiled body of Algerian women. Also, Rana Kabbani critiques the Western representations of Middle Easter women. This vision of Middle Eastern cultures as the ‘Other’ is conveyed through the perpetual construction of women still perceived to be enslaved in the twenty-first century harem. 
Suleiman and Shirazi’s books share critiques of the language of the sexual politics practised against women. Mary Doane’s ‘The Clinical Eye’ and Margaret Higonnet’s ‘Speaking Silence’ Suleiman’s book show how women are psychologically mutilated through politicisation of incidents such as war-time rape; they are sick, mad, anorexic or hysteric during illness, sexual objects in paintings and erotic magazines, and vulnerable, silent housewives subject to patriarchal dominance in films. Such an existing hegemony is well-protected by both East and West, both of which exaggerate women’s domesticity and strengthen men’s authority. What is also obvious in these examples is the way Western women are associated with nudity, whereas Arab women are the extreme opposite, always heavily covered. 
Behind the apparent differences in the various strands of feminism, the subject of women’s reproductive rights and sexuality reveals another layer of common concern and interest. The conceptualization of women’s sexuality and bodies has impeded the mobility of women. Constraints on women’s sexuality are directly related to rigid patriarchal mentalities. The belief that women are the embodiment of notions of shame and honour is among the reasons why some Arab women are still not allowed freedom of movement and independence which their Western counterparts have enjoyed. From a historical perspective, the emergence of industrialized Europe, the separation between the Church and state, the need for labour power and the emergence of feminist movements were among the factors which led to giving Western women freedom and independence. Masao Miyoshi explains the changes that took place in Western societies: 
Western industrialized nations had the luxury of several centuries – however bloody – to resolve civil strifes, religious wars, and rural/urban or agricultural/industrial contradictions. Former colonies had far less time to work them out, and they had been under the domination of alien powers. (Miyoshi 730) 

Arab countries, on the other hand, remained agrarian till the second half of the last century, after which women in Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Iraq started to occupy positions in the public domain. 
Fear about women’s sexuality is a notion shared by religions such as Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, all of which see the potential in a woman’s body for a threat to social order. Before the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, the power of the church in the West enforced the sacred entity of the family and held up the view of marriage where the woman was the property of her husband. Richard Dyer explores the Christian faith and its views of the fallen woman; meanwhile, in Muslim societies, upper and middle-class women, living in strict segregation, were expected to be obedient wives and carers for children. In her polemic study Beyond the Veil, the Moroccan socio-feminist Fatima Mernissi challenges the ideologies of both the Christian West and the Muslim East for their sexual control of women. Focusing on Freud’s theory of sexuality and the theological interpretations of the Muslim scholar Imam Al-Ghazali, Mernissi suggests that, for these two, a woman’s sexuality must remain under control for fear of diverting man from his religious duties. Sexuality within the Islamic context is not condemned. Instead, it is the woman who is blamed and attacked for being a ‘symbol of disorder… the living representative of the dangers of sexuality and its rampant disruptive potential’ (Mernissi 44). Because of a women’s active libido, she must remain confined to the private realm of the house. This explains why Muslim societies fear women’s fitna, which according to Mernissi, means ‘disorder or chaos.’ It also refers to ‘a beautiful woman –​​ the connotation of a femme fatale who makes men lose their self-control’ (Mernissi 31). Arab societies are still dragging traditions into the twenty-first century: sexuality is still perceived as a dangerous entity that should not be awakened from its slumber. 
In spite of the differences in the perception of women’s sexuality in the passive/active dichotomy which Mernissi theorizes, the patriarchal male’s despotism is imposed on women to control their sexuality and mobility, and to enforce a dress-code upon them. Although Mernissi’s study was significant during the 1970s, the ideas raised are consistent with contemporary critical thinking, and especially with the Western image of the femme fatale and the Arab woman’s so-called shame and honour concepts. Being segregated in a harem drove Mernissi to learn more about Islam and the social structure that encouraged the separation between the sexes. Her study was controversially received as she challenged the norms of Arab societies at that time and touched upon the highly sensitive subject of woman’s sexuality. In her later studies, Women’s Rebellion and Islamic Memory and Schehrazade Goes West, Mernissi shifted her criticism regarding sexuality in Islam towards the biased interpretations that distorted the religion, suggesting that the limited space given to women in Arab societies was the result of men’s manipulation of religious texts for the purpose of subjecting women.
Sexuality in Western culture has also been seen as morally destructive, corrupting and sinful. In religious discourse, the ‘flesh’ is mortifying in comparison to the ‘soul’, which is the path to civilization. By denouncing the carnal desires, the individual is destined for elevation. For these reasons, and before feminists’ call for women’s sexual rights, women were strictly monitored and segregated. Most of the prevailing gender ideologies of nineteenth-century Arab and Western cultures emphasized women’s marginality. The harem in the Middle East bears striking similarities to the Victorian bourgeois household in Britain, which stressed the perception of the conservative family’s role as a sacred entity in the social structure of the state. Men were the heads of families, and enjoyed full control over their possessions, including women and children. In White, Richard Dyer presents a reading of the gender construction of sexuality in Christianity, looking at the concept of women’s desexualization. He states that 
the construction of white female sexuality is different from that of the male. The white man has - as the bearer of agony, as universal subject - to have the dark drives against which to struggle. The white woman on the other hand was not supposed to have such drives in the first place. […] The model for white women is the Virgin Mary, a pure vessel for reproduction. (Dyer 28-29)

Western and Arab feminist struggles in the face of state laws and patriarchy again show important commonalities alongside ostensible differences. Whilst an early focus of Western feminists has been bringing about a change in the laws regarding women’s reproductive rights, Arab feminists in Egypt have focused on changing the Personal Status Laws which have constrained women’s rights in relation to marriage (Badran, Feminists 126). Both have faced the power of the state and religion. State power has always been a dynamic force controlling individuals’ lives. Although it is different from patriarchal power, very often these powers have reinforced each other. The two operate interchangeably, with patriarchy paying lip-service to the state, which takes over the major duties of control. Feminists, whether in the West or the Arab world, see patriarchy as a danger which threatens women’s right to equality with men. In this thesis I argue that Western and Arab feminists do disagree about the similarity of women’s situations, and particularly their roles within the traditional patriarchal family and their fight against state laws. While the state has helped in empowering Western women in the public sphere through issuing equality-orientated laws, the organisation of domestic labour, of child care, and of sexuality ensures that women are denied complete equality. Disempowering women in the private sphere reveals deep-rooted ideologies of patriarchal construction which are protected by the state. 
According to Drude Dahlerup, as a universal category that signifies the subordination of women, patriarchy is found in Western countries and is based on the ‘power, authority and control’ of male dominance (Dahlerup 96, 99). However, patriarchy is a historical and cross-cultural phenomenon, and, as such, patriarchal forms vary. Within Western capitalist industrialized countries, the structure of patriarchy has shifted from a ‘personal patriarchy’ on the familial level to a ‘structural patriarchy’ on a state level. This is due to the process of industrialization, socio-economic changes, and the increased participation of women in paid employment (emphasis original; Dahlerup 100-1). Though under state patriarchy men may also be victimized, women’s situations make them the more likely candidates to be viewed as second-class citizens in the social structure of both Western and Middle Eastern societies.
Reflecting on the means through which patriarchy influences the state structure, Sharabi coins the term ‘neo-patriarchy’ to describe the complexity of modern Arab societies. As a consequence of ‘the marriage of imperialism and patriarchy’ neo-patriarchy critiques the inability of Arab societies to change their inherited patriarchal ideologies, and blames Europe’s colonialism for this inability. The whole structure of relations is based on a hierarchy of power that operates within the nation-state and family constructs. ‘Cultural development’ is conceived through the ‘relationship between a centre of power and domination on the one side and a dependent and subordinate periphery on the other’ (Sharabi 21), thus resulting in ‘neo-patriarchy’ which is ‘neither modern nor traditional’ (emphasis original; Sharabi 4). 
The situation of Arab women is far more complicated, since religious and patriarchal authority does not only overlap with the structure of the family, but also with the state. Egypt is a good example through which to elaborate on the complexity of the relationship between patriarchal states and women’s movements in Arab societies. At the time of the emergence of Huda Sha’rawi’s Egyptian Feminist Union in 1923, feminists’ demands centred on women rights to equal university education, political participation, modification of the Personal Status Laws, and rights of employment. In her study of the Egyptian feminist movement, Nadje Al-Ali explains the way that governments manipulated women’s demands according to the political and social exigencies of the state. During Gamal Abdel Nasser’s regime, independent feminist activism was not allowed and women’s demands were manoeuvred into ‘social welfare issues’ (Al-Ali, The Woman’s 7-9). With Sadat’s open policy regarding the West, leniency towards feminist demands was used to provoke a backlash against the increasing influence of Islamists. However, during Mubarak’s regime, the pressure from Islamists pushed the government in the direction of more ‘conservative laws and policies toward women and to diminish its support for women’s political representation’ (Al-Ali, The Woman’s 7-9). Al-Ali stresses that the ‘most recent developments indicate that the current state works to obstruct and severely damage the Egyptian women’s movement’ (Al-Ali, The Woman’s 20). These contradictory political attitudes towards feminist movements are evident in the experiences of feminists not only in Egypt, but in other Arab countries. 
In a recent study, Al-Ali illustrates how the call for Iraqi women’s emancipation has been serving the political regime. She argues that the mobilization and the call for emancipating Iraqi women worked to the state’s benefit during the period of the Ba’th regime. The government’s increase in women’s inclusion in the public sphere ‘has less to do with principles of egalitarianism and women’s oppression’ but was more concerned with guaranteeing a large network of women’s support of the government (Al-Ali, Iraqi 131). However, with the long period of economic sanctions and the invasion of 2003, Iraqi women not only lost their positions in the public sphere, but also faced violence from the occupation forces and Islamic militants. Al-Ali cites several incidents where women were threatened, told to stay at home and coerced into complying with a dress code. ‘Conservative trends’ emerging in Iraq form a backlash against the previous secular regime of Saddam Hussein and against the ongoing occupation in which women seem to be targeted in this process of ‘Islamization’ (Al-Ali, Iraqi 244-245). 


‘In the Name of Transnationality’: Why Atwood and Al-Shaykh?

For every newly erected wall, many barriers fall down. For every newly established border, many existing boundaries lose their meaning. (Keshavarz 5)


In the previous section, an attempt was made to give an overview of the divisions between Western and Arab feminists. It is true that there are genuine differences of cultures, interests, and perspectives between Western and Arab feminisms. However, much of this division has little to do with women. In fact, it has been politically intensified due to the colonial past, differences in cultural perceptions, and, more recently, to the new ‘cold war’ between the West and the Middle East. I have also argued that in spite of existing disparities there are also deep parallels that can still bring feminists together in the West and the Arab world in a transnational feminist network. The title of this section draws on a phrase coined by Gayatri Spivak in Outside in the Teaching Machine (Spivak 258). I now turn to Margaret Atwood and Hanan Al-Shaykh, two prominent transnational women writers, whose belief in literature’s mediatory role between cultures, and similar standpoints in their political and feminist commitments to the women’s cause, as well as a shared interest in East-West relations, justify their comparison, as I will explore in more depth in the following chapters.  
The cultural barriers between the West and the Arab world and the contrasting ideological feminist interests have motivated me to investigate the transnational, transcultural contexts of the worlds of Atwood and Al-Shaykh. This interest developed for a number of reasons. Despite the wide differences in their social, cultural and linguistic backgrounds, I will argue that these women writers are politically committed to a transnational feminist consciousness. The cross-cultural encounters in their narratives speak of their interests in communicating across national boundaries. They are aware of the intersection between the postcolonial discourse and the feminist model influencing their writings. Atwood’s ‘Canadianness’ has coloured her literary work from its early beginnings; and Al-Shaykh’s cross-cultural awareness springs from her mixed cultural and educational influences, making her a living example of a writer who has literally crossed complex boundaries. As they are aware of the pressing Western–Middle Eastern political conflict, both believe in the transnational role of literature operating as a mediator to traverse the boundaries between cultures. Although their literary styles are versatile, Atwood and Al-Shaykh share the same belief in women’s solidarity and empowerment. 
	Atwood and Al-Shaykh write from diverse historical and geographical spaces, and from varied cultural perspectives. Yet they embrace a liberal philosophical ideology and share common interests in the postcolonial process governing relations between countries. The dynamics of sexual power, the construction of the female self, the exploration of nationalism and transnationalism, and the chaos of contemporary life are parallel themes discussed and channelled through a feminist perspective in their novels. In spite of the fact that they often refuse to be labelled as feminists and prefer to be addressed as writers, Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s writings reveal a strong sense of feminist consciousness. For example, when asked if she is a feminist writer advocating a feminist position, Atwood replies: 
Feminist is now one of the all-purpose words. It really can mean anything from people who think men should be pushed off cliffs to people who think it’s OK for women to read and write. All those could be called feminist positions […] I don’t think that any novelist is inherently that kind of a creature. Novelists work from observations of life. A lot of the things that one observes as a novelist looking at life indicate that women are not treated equally. (qtd. in Brans 79) 
Positioning herself within a postcolonial paradigm, Atwood is very proud of her Canadian identity and heritage that is distinct from the previous British and French colonialism of Canada. Consciously aware of the American capitalist economic hegemony over Canada, she believes that no country has the right to impose its influence on other countries and condemns Canadians for assuming the role of the victim that has, in her view, become ingrained in the Canadian mentality (Atwood, Survival 36-38). Atwood’s works have been extensively analyzed for their critique of American imperialism and criticized for the suggestions of Canadian victimhood. However, despite the representation of the East-West encounter her works have not been analyzed from an Arab perspective. This is crucial to study as it helps to appreciate one of Atwood’s multifaceted literary skills that takes into account her transnational interest in Arab culture and people.
Like Atwood, Al-Shaykh reveals an anti-colonial ideology. She explores the conflicts and misunderstandings existing between Arab and Western cultures and challenges cultural stereotypes from each side. However, this subject has not been explored in Al-Shaykh’s writings, as the only study in Arabic of Al-Shaykh’s novels published by Salih Ibrahim is concentred on the subject of sex and Marriage in the Literature of Hanan Al-Shaykh; (al-Jins wa- al-zawãj fī adab Hanãn al-Shaykh). In her novels, she shows the boundaries of the West and the Middle East to be problematic in a cultural mix of the two worlds. In writing cross-culturally, she carries the message that the Middle East and the West can find a meeting point where understanding prevails. Al-Shaykh shares with Atwood the belief in a cultural construct that is not based on the dissolution of one culture into another and the loss of the self. While critiquing economic and political aggression, Al-Shaykh’s novels stress the concept of cultural ‘hybridity’ as a way of negotiation between conflicting cultures and absorbing the best in each. Yet her feminism gets caught up in this cultural conflict. Al-Shaykh seems to be on the verge of holding up the West as place of emancipation against an oppressive East. She and her works have been received in a polarized political context. Al-Shaykh also has a sophisticated political eye which is wide open to the destructive impacts of war in a global context. 
One of the key foci of this thesis is to show how Atwood and Al-Shaykh, by broadening their cultural visions, attempt to dismantle the barriers between cultures and emphasize that oppression in all its forms is an existing reality which needs to be transnationally addressed. This has led to a belief that Atwood and Al-Shaykh are transnational writers who provoke cross-cultural interaction. I now outline the methodology of this research.


Transnational Consciousness and Comparative Literature

After all, the constitution and early aims of comparative literature were to get a perspective beyond one’s own nation, to see some sort of whole instead of the defensive little patch offered by one’s own culture, literature, and history. (Said, Culture 49)


As my aim is to examine the transnationality of literature across Western-Arab cultural divides in the narratives of Atwood and Al-Shaykh, this research takes into consideration the interdisciplinary scope of comparative literature. In this sense, the interdisciplinary, cross-national and cross-cultural aspects of this research are significant. The discussion of literary transnationalism from the perspective of Western-Arab relations tries to establish connections among cultural differences and intersections rather than discontinuities between the lives of Western and Arab subjects. Reading literature from a ‘comparative, or […] contrapuntal perspective’, as Edward Said argues, helps to establish relations between contrasting entities (Said, Culture 36). Said finds it necessary to move ‘beyond insularity and provincialism and to see several cultures and literatures together, contrapuntally’ as a cure for ‘reductive nationalism and uncritical dogma’ (Said, Culture 49). A ‘contrapuntal’ reading, in this sense, suggests uncovering continuities, mediations and exchanges between cultural practices, traditions and narratives that seem to be remote and different. My understanding of a transnational methodology not only takes its cue from Said’s contrapuntal approach, but, as discussed above, also benefits from Grewal’s call for a ‘transnational mode of analysis.’ Grewal argues that such an analysis operates more broadly than a comparative mode, as the latter does not ‘include within it a notion of the geopolitical forces that are the condition of possibility for comparative analysis’ (Grewal 17). This methodology is based on the dynamics of linkage and continuities which operate across the globe.
Friedman argues that ‘thinking geopolitically means asking about everyone and every cultural formation how the geopolitical constituents of identity and culture intersect and interact with other axes of difference’ (Friedman 109). Friedman suggests three strategies to achieve the process of ‘geopolitical thinking’. One way is through ‘travelling’: a ‘movement that can defamiliarize “home,” teaching us that what we take as natural is in fact culturally produced and not inevitable’ (Friedman 110). Starting at ‘home’ is another strategy that brings ‘the issue of elsewhere to bear on home, locating the sometimes invisible traces of elsewhere in what is familiar.’ A third strategy is through breaking the division between the local and the global through ‘locating the ways the local and the global are always interlocking’ and their relations are ‘complicitous’ (Friedman 110). In the light of Friedman’s discussion, the transnational dimension found in Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s fiction challenges ‘the tendency to remain categorically fixed within a single geopolitical location’ (Friedman 111). In this sense, a transnational reading 
shows how the political meanings of spaces outside [a single location] are always already present within its national, local, and domestic spaces, even when they appear incidental to a narrative focused pre-eminently on conflicts ‘at home.’ (Friedman 111)

From the 1990s onwards, the challenge among comparatists has been the question of how comparative literature copes with major changes occurring within the global world. The 1993 Bernheimer’s Report of the American Comparative Literature Association discusses the necessity for the discipline of comparative literature to become more ‘representative not just of European high culture but also of the diversity of literary productions throughout the world’ (Bernheimer 8). In her contribution to Bernheimer’s report, Mary Louise Pratt explains that the increasing interest in comparative literature can be related to three ‘historical processes which are transforming the way literature and culture are conceived’ (Pratt, ‘Comparative Literature’ 59). These processes - namely, globalization, democratization, and decolonization - are essential for the study of comparative literature as a ‘hospitable space for the cultivation of multilingualism, polyglossia, the arts of cultural mediation, deep intercultural understanding, and genuinely global consciousness’ (Pratt, ‘Comparative Literature’ 62).
More recently, Haun Saussy’s ACLA Report, Comparative Literature in an Age of Globalization in 2006, contends that ‘Comparative Literature, in a sense, won its battles. […] The ‘transnational’ dimension of literature and culture is universally recognized even by the specialists who not long ago suspected comparatists of dilettantism’ (Saussy 3). He adds ‘Our ways of thinking, writing, and teaching have spread like a gospel and have not been followed by an empire’ (Saussy 4). In this sense, Saussy’s aim is to free the field from being viewed as traditionally Eurocentric, a perspective which scholars like Rey Chow and Djelal Kadir have warned against. 
On another level, some scholars have expressed their scepticism regarding the aims of comparative literature. Chow criticizes the use of ‘non-western language and literature programs’ for being Eurocentric, implementing the ‘Eurocentrism in the name of the other, the local, and the culturally exceptional’ (Chow 108). Chow argues that the criticism of Eurocentricism ‘must question the very assumption that nation-states with national languages are the only possible cultural formations that produce ‘literature’ that is worth examining’ (Chow 109). Another scholar, Djelal Kadir, contends that the cosmopolitanism of comparative literature is subject to the global political situation and that the division among comparatists is parallel to our asymmetrical world post-9/11. Kadir’s concern is that the reception and the celebration of some non-Western literary works at the expense of others risks ‘instrumentalizing the literatures of the world as objects of neo-colonial usurpation and imperial subsumption’ (Kadir 75). This, Kadir suggests, accentuates difference and hegemony: ‘any promise for bridging difference into negotiable transculturations becomes moot, co-opted by hegemonic appropriation that colonizes comparativity’ (Kadir 75). 
Drawing on Spivak’s book Death of a Discipline (2003) and her notion of ‘planetary’, Susan Bassnett calls for the need to move beyond the paradigms of Western literatures and cultures. She argues that the field should relocate itself within a ‘planetary’ perspective (Bassnett 3). Like Spivak, Bassnett stresses the importance of ‘plurivocality’ where ‘other voices can now be heard, rather than one single dominant voice’ (Bassnett 4). Bassnett acknowledges the role of readers and the emphasis given to translation as vital forces for ‘literary renewal and innovation’ (Bassnett 8). I am conscious of the integral role of translation in cultural negotiation and influence. However, I have not broached this subject in my research as it is beyond the scope of this study. Similarly, for Jonathan Culler, the study of comparative literature is a ‘transnational phenomenon’ (Culler 89), evoking the ‘globalization’ of the field as an outcome of the ‘contemporary cultural realities that have shaped the relations of Western cultures to non-Western countries’ (Culler 87). 
A detailed study about the position of comparative literature in the Arab world is presented in Ahmad Etman’s Comparative Literature in the Arab World.  However, Ferial Ghazoul’s celebration of comparative literature in the Arab world should be emphasized here. Ghazoul credits the development of this field in the Arab world to the fields of postcolonial and gender studies. The new face of the field with its integration of other disciplines allows any ‘Third-World’ reader to ‘feel at home’. She explains 
An Arab student of literature, particularly of European literatures, is already a bilingual and often trilingual; and by dint of the fact of being a member of a colonized community, once politically, today economically, the Arab is a cultural hybrid. The co-existence of more than one way of life, the traditional and the contemporary, the wavering between the pre-modern and the post-modern, allows a bifocal sensibility. (Ghazoul 119-120)
 
Acknowledging the colonial past and the current economic power relations connecting the Arab world to the West, it is no longer adequate to think of the Arab world in isolation from the West. Any study of comparative literature should consider the dynamics of influence and connectivity existing between cultures. What makes comparative literature and criticism far more engaging at the present time is the fact that
‘it allows one freely to cross borders, to look simultaneously and inventively at such diverse cultures and literary traditions’ (Ghazoul 120). 
Alongside these studies, Gayatri Spivak’s call for the founding of a ‘new Comparative Literature’ has enabled me to gain key insights into the analysis of transnational Western-Arab literatures which, I suggest, develops from a position that rejects binary division (Spivak, Death 5). In Death of a Discipline, Spivak explains that the ‘new comparative literature’ should collaborate with Area Studies to cope with the growing interest in publishing and marketing ‘Southern Hemisphere’ literature. She points out that the ‘watchword now is Area Studies after 9/11’ (Spivak, Death 103) and explains that the new comparative literature and Area Studies advance the ‘national literatures of the global South’ and ‘the writing of countless indigenous languages’ that have been formerly marginalized (Spivak, Death 15, 103). So the challenge facing comparatists nowadays is to read the literary production of various cultures equally without privileging some while marginalizing others. As Robert Weninger argues ‘globalizing Comparative Literature’ does not mean sacrificing the regional for the global. It suggests that the discipline has to adjust ‘to new circumstances and contexts, institutional, communicational, theoretical, methodological, disciplinary, [and] literary’ (Weninger xviii). In the next section, I give a brief account of Al-Shaykh and Atwood’s lives to trace the connections between their own personal journeys and the transnational dimension of their writings.


Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Upbringing and Career

It is like a nest for me that I can see inside, the house and street and neighbours and everything that shaped me and gave me a sense of security. […] If you have such a nest in your mind, you can fly away anywhere and always know that it is there in your thoughts to come home to. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Dineen, n. pag.) 


Hanan Al-Shaykh was born in Beirut in 1945 and grew up in a strictly religious Shiite family from South Lebanon. She was born of parents with sharply contrasting personalities. Her father was a pious man, while her mother, who was forced into marriage at a very early age, was a humorous fun-loving woman with a strong passion for life. Due to the incompatibility of the two, the marriage ended in divorce, and five-year-old Hanan and her sister were raised by their father (Jaggi, n. pag.). As a young girl, Hanan did not welcome her father’s strong religious affiliation. On the contrary, religion was a means by which she defied her conservative upbringing and the societal constraints embedded in the authority of her father and brother. It was also responsible for her embracing a secular ideology. 
Given that Al-Shaykh was raised in such a strict environment, it seems likely that her experiences as a child were what first awakened her feminist consciousness and motivated her to venture to Egypt in 1963, before she was twenty. Al-Shaykh belongs to what Badran and Cooke define as ‘third wave feminism’ in the Arab world which started in the 1970s (Badran and Cooke xxix). In the introduction to their book, Badran and Cooke provide a full view of the historical and literary context of Arab women’s writings and divide feminism in the Arab world into three phases: the first, from the 1860s to the early 1920s, witnessed the birth of feminism. The authors call this phase the ‘invisible feminism’, as feminist views were expressed mainly through women’s journals and literary salons. The second period covered from the 1920s until the end of the 1960s. This period witnessed the evolution of publicly organized women’s movements (Badran and Cooke xxv-xlvii). Al-Shaykh was fascinated with Egypt. Her relationship with the country was perhaps the first step in her journey towards maturity as a writer. Filled with the optimism of youth, she set out to write the story of her life. She found in writing her only means of expressing the anger she felt towards a society that privileges men and undermines women (Sunderman, n. pag.). It was in Egypt that she wrote her first novel, The Suicide of a Dead Man (1970). 
Back in Beirut, Al-Shaykh worked as a journalist and an editor of the Al-Nahar newspaper. But the 1975 civil war in Lebanon haunted her, pushing her for a second time into self-exile in the Gulf States, where she lived with her husband in Saudi Arabia. The semi-autobiographical novel, Misk al-Ghazal (1988) (Women of Sand and Myrrh), resulted from this experience. Seeing the Gulf as a ‘planet-like science fiction’, Hanan determined to leave and moved to Britain in 1983 where she has lived ever since (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Joan Smith ‘Haunted’, n. pag.). 
Al-Shaykh’s sense of alienation from her homeland, the Lebanon, and her feelings of estrangement have enabled her to create a unique bond between herself and all the geopolitical places to which she has travelled. An intimate understanding of locale is presented as a recurrent theme in Al-Shaykh’s novels, which will be discussed in Chapters Three and Four. In a similar way to that of the protagonist in Women of Sand and Myrrh (discussed in Chapter Two) Hanan’s journey is one of a woman leaving behind political unrest and confining traditions to find opportunities in the West, where she has been able to make a successful literary career for herself.


Margaret Atwood’s Upbringing and Career

 [Atwood] serves as a constant and strident voice in the ongoing political and social movements of the day, speaking out against anything that doesn’t push society towards tolerance and understanding. (‘Author of the Month’, n. pag.)


Margaret Atwood’s position among Canada’s literary figures is unique. From a reading and book-signing of her first novel The Edible Woman (1969) in the Men’s Socks and Underwear Division of a store in Edmonton (Sullivan 227) to her most recent global book-signing using the advanced technology of an electronic pen while in her Toronto office (Kirby, n. pag.) Atwood has emerged as Canada’s ‘literary lion’ (N. Cooke 16). Born in Ottawa in 1939, the ‘wild colonial girl’ has made her way confidently from the remote Canadian wilderness to the Toronto metropolis to become one of the most distinguished international writers. Her diligence, imagination and wit have contributed to her remarkable literary success (Atwood, Second Words 375). Atwood has also been acknowledged for her contribution to issues such as human rights, women’s issues and the environment. She has more than thirteen novels, half a dozen short story collections, several volumes of poetry, children’s books, and numerous book reviews and essays. Atwood has been celebrated as a literary authority. According to Graham Huggan, she was rated as the ‘world’s best living author’ in a 1997 survey of British MPs, and she is considered ‘the fifth most influential Canadian in history’ (Huggan, Postcolonial 210) taking into account all Canadians, and not just writers. Her writings have been translated into more than forty languages, and she is the most studied writer on U.K campuses along with Toni Morrison and Angela Carter (Sullivan 328). She has received a large number of national and international literary awards. She has also received honorary degrees from Oxford University in 1998, Cambridge University in 2001 and Harvard University in 2004 (Staines 25). 








The Politics of Reception:
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Women of Sand and Myrrh


In what sense can a text grow and change and have offspring? Only through its interaction with a reader, no matter how far away that reader may be from the writer in time and in space. (Atwood, Negotiating 140)

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Women of Sand and Myrrh (1991) give emphasis to the domestic roles and the oppression women encounter within public and private spaces. Both novels depict religion and patriarchy as fundamental forces working against women’s autonomy. However, the novels’ ideological outlooks and the politicized subject of women’s oppression have remained popular. The Handmaid’s Tale and Women of Sand and Myrrh have recently attracted the attention of contemporary Western readers because of their rich topics concerning the troubled situation of women in some Middle Eastern countries. 
By drawing on Stanley Fish’s models of ‘reader-response’ and ‘interpretive communities’, Edward Said’s ‘travelling theory’ and Graham Huggan’s notions of ‘fetishism and exoticism’, I have constructed a framework through which to explore the Western reception of Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels. I will argue that post-9/11 contemporary readers have revisited The Handmaid's Tale and Women of Sand and Myrrh to shed new light on these two texts. Consciously or subconsciously, readers have found convincing material to serve their own cultural and political agendas and to reinterpret the novels as representations of the lives of Muslim women. Due to the politics of reception and the novels’ political and feminist positions, the process of literary crossing in The Handmaid’s Tale and Women of Sand and Myrrh becomes entangled in the contemporary fraught political situation between America and the Middle East and the position of women living in Middle Eastern societies, allegedly oppressed, secluded and veiled. 
I will explore newspaper reviews and read customers’ comments on the Amazon site to explain the way The Handmaid’s Tale and Women of Sand and Myrrh have been received as representations of some Middle Eastern states. The decision to use the Amazon.com site and blogs was made after reading Gillian Whitlock’s book Soft Weapons (2007). Whitlock introduces the weblog as a new sub-genre within autobiography and a tool for reading autobiographical narratives as well as using epitexts (the reviews posted by customers on the Internet). She argues that ‘what readers do with texts, and how texts circulate as commodities, must become vital components of autobiographical criticism’ (Whitlock 13). Whitlock asserts that epitexts become the ‘privilege [of] a particular national, metropolitan, and technologically literate readership’ that consumes and receives texts as sites of cultural difference and contends that publisher’s blurbs and editors and readers’ reviews give some idea of how texts are ‘marketed and consumed in the United States and elsewhere’ (Whitlock 61-62). We cannot deny the fact that, with our world getting smaller every day, especially for those who have access to the Internet or have the money to travel, electronic means and media have increased our transnational interaction. The Internet has opened up opportunities to discuss books wherever we are in the world. Reading groups, blogs, and sites like Amazon.com may not be perceived as substantial, reliable sources of information, as these are often unmediated and influenced by readers’ political affiliations and cultural preferences. However, sharing opinions and reading what readers think about books through these Internet channels is becoming a language of reception. While conscious that Amazon and similar sites do not represent all readers, (as it is difficult to know who is posting and mediating the reviews), I refer to a sample from these reviews in order to examine how, post-9/11, Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels have become revisited texts. This is not only because of the novels’ political possibilities, but also because of their pertinence to our present world. It is worth noting that I am interested in the reception of everyday readers and how they share and experience books publicly through the Internet. I am aware that these reviews do not give a general view about Western reading communities as some Western readers are far more knowledgeable than these reviews suggest, and hence, emerges the danger of using such sources.
	Furthermore, in the last section, I will examine Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s public faces arguing that while both are conscious of their literary importance, Al-Shaykh’s position seems more complex compared to that of Atwood. Because Al-Shaykh occupies two geopolitical spaces, her readers’ reception has not only been limited to her novels, but applies also to the writer herself as an Arab woman living in the West. Al-Shaykh appears to be playing the role that Mary John describes as the ‘native informant from elsewhere’ (John 23), to some extent, influencing and determining the cultural representations of Arab women envisaged in the West.


Orientalism in The Handmaid’s Tale and the Politics of Reception

The writer actually never has any relationship with the reader at all. It’s the reader who has the relationship with the book. Readability is actually in your hands, not mine. (Atwood qtd. in Halliwell 264)


In this section I will begin by analyzing Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. I have started with this novel because it expresses Atwood’s dystopian response to the disturbing combination of politics, religion, and patriarchy, and her unease about the oppression lived by some women under state control. Whilst most critiques of the novel have read it as a criticism of totalitarianism, I read it as a strategy to express her political views on fundamentalism and the risks such an ideology entails in the life of women, as I go on to explain. As a critique of totalitarianism and fundamentalist regimes in some Western and Middle Eastern countries, The Handmaid’s Tale is Atwood’s incisive literary intervention which has grown out of her ability to see women as a class that stretches across very different cultures. More significantly, I am interested in using the novel to argue that, twenty-two years after its publication, The Handmaid’s Tale has regained wider international recognition. This is mainly because of the events of 9/11 and the so-called ‘war on terror’ between America and some Eastern countries. This has reinforced differences between cultures. My reading is that Atwood’s warning against the fundamentalist ideology emerging in America during the 1980s and its consequences for women’s rights has gained a broader perspective that has noticeably included, for example, totalitarian regimes and the situation of women in the Middle East. Readers’ responses and their re-evaluation of the novel’s ideological frame have incorporated the Middle Eastern context and, in some cases, imposed a reading that perceives the novel as an example of the oppression of women living in Middle Eastern countries like Iran and Afghanistan. From this perspective, Atwood’s warning about totalitarianism and the Cold War has been displaced by a new context. This addresses the position of Middle Eastern women living under totalitarian regimes and replaces Atwood’s critique of New Right ideology and its impact on North American feminism. 
Under the tenets of reader reception theory, as a community of readers, we do not provide one single interpretation for the various meanings embedded in a text. In exploring how readers, post-9/11, have experienced and received The Handmaid’s Tale and the ways they have put the novel to use, this chapter builds partly on the literary theories of Stanley Fish, whose research has covered the politics of reception in some depth. My interest lies in calling attention to the role of readers and reading communities in the transnational crossing of Atwood’s novel and how the current political relationship between the American government and the Middle East has influenced the context of reception. The Handmaid’s Tale has travelled many routes among many different public audiences and, thus, has been interpreted in various ways. I will show how Western readers’ responses have varied from the time of the novel’s publication in 1985 to its gaining a new perspective post-9/11. These responses have ranged from those who questioned Atwood’s dystopian vision and the possibility of its happening in the West, to others who have read into the dystopia a rational representation of some Middle Eastern countries. 





A text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, […] the author. (Barthes 1469) 


In the context of this chapter, I consider Stanley Fish’s theories of ‘reader-response’ and ‘interpretive communities’ to be the most appropriate discourse through which to question both the politics of reception and readers’ roles in providing meaning for literary texts. Reception theory conceives the text as the product of its readers and their interpretations. In the trilogy of the author, the text, and the reader, the reader heretofore has been denied any significance (Freund 91). Fish’s theories provide a better insight into the politics of reception, and especially to the role assigned to the reader. Fish bases his theories on giving the reader a considerable role in establishing the meaning of the text through shifting the emphasis from the writer to the reader. Through marginalizing the authorial intention, Fish contends that knowing ‘what the text does’ to the reader is equally as important as knowing ‘what the text is’ (Fish, Is There a Text 3). Thus, the text becomes alive through the reading process and the interaction between text and reader. Authorial intention, according to Fish, is ‘only available from a distance’, whereas readers’ responses are ‘available directly’ (Fish, ‘Not so much’ 196). As readers’ reactions to authorial intention vary, readers’ productions of different interpretations are considered more significant than writers’ intentions. The reader is responsible for consuming texts and for producing meanings and interpretations which vary from one reader to another. In this sense, meaning is not a fixed construct but a fluid system influenced by readers’ communities. The reality we live in and the knowledge we retain produce and influence, to a significant extent, our perceptions of other socio-cultural domains. As Terry Eagleton explains ‘There is no such thing as a purely “literary” response […] all such responses […] are deeply imbricated with the kind of social and historical individuals we are’ (Eagleton 78).
The other notion which Fish proposes is that of ‘interpretive communities’. Defining what is meant by this phrase, he contends that they involve readers who
share interpretive strategies not for reading (in the conventional sense) but for writing texts, for constituting their properties and assigning their intentions. In other words, these strategies exist prior to the act of reading and therefore determine the shape of what is read. (Fish, ‘Not so much’ 219) 

Changing interpretive communities results in variations in the meaning of texts; the meaning of a text originates in the interpretive community of its readers. Though Fish does not draw lines between these communities, as they are not fixed constructs, he certainly emphasises the fluid and changing nature and interconnectivity between them. As he writes: 
Interpretive communities grow larger and decline and individuals move from one to another; thus, while the alignments are not permanent, they are always there, providing just enough stability for the interpretive battles to go on, and just enough shift and slippage to assume that they will never be settled. (Fish, ‘Not so much’ 220)

Fish argues that texts are unstable and have ‘the unavailability of determinate meanings,’ asking why, if the text has a single meaning, there are ‘disagreements’ in interpretation (Fish, Is There a Text 305). His answer is that our interpretations are governed through meanings which are ‘calculated […] within a structure of norms.’ This structure is not ‘abstract and independent but social; and therefore it is not a single structure […] but a structure that changes when one situation, with its assumed background of practices, purposes, and goals, have given way to another’ (Fish, Is There a Text 318). In this sense, our knowledge is constructed through a social system in which individuals are bounded within their community. Different sets of conventions and strategies produce different readings of the text. 
In Reading the Romance, Janice Radway studies a group of women living in Smithson in the United States who read romantic stories. Using Fish’s reader-response theory, Radway argues that there are patterns to what readers bring to a text, largely because ‘they acquire specific cultural competencies’ resulting from their ‘social location’ (Radway 8). She states: 
Similar readings are produced […] because similarly located readers learn a similar set of reading strategies and interpretive codes which they bring to bear upon the texts they encounter. (Radway 8)
	
What is interesting in these theories is the way one approaches a text equipped with certain ‘interpretive strategies’ which, according to Fish, are not ‘natural or universal, but learned’ (Fish, ‘Not so much’ 220). The relationship between the reader and the text is dynamic. Assumptions, personal experiences, presuppositions and expectations are the structure of the interpretive community within which one exists. In other words, a reader is bound by cultural and historical backgrounds which influence his or her reception of literary texts. The same reception is shared among others within one’s interpretive community. In the relationship between the text and the reader the author has no authority over the text that is produced. As Barthes argues ‘a text is not a line of words releasing a single “theological” meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash’ (Barthes 1468). A shift in authority takes place as the text is interpreted according to the reader’s perspective. The reading process becomes a re-contextualizing process through which readers give their own understanding of the contents of texts. As literary texts have no ‘narrative closure’, they will always be subject to ‘different personal and collective agendas and presuppositions’ (Still and Worton 3). 


Dystopia and Atwood’s Political Imagining

An author can never read his or her own book in the way that a reader can. In a way you are like the cook who never actually gets to sit down at the meal. (Atwood qtd. in Heilmann and Taylor 245)


The feminist critical dystopia, according to Ildney Cavalcanti, is a ‘subgenre of literary utopianism that has become a major form of expression of women’s hopes and fears, and to show the relationship between the dystopian genre in its feminist inflection’ (Cavalcanti 47). The Handmaid’s Tale is Atwood’s first venture into this feminist dystopian genre. She details her political and social concerns through her use of dystopian imagining without offering any political solutions for her terrifying futuristic project. Her warning against totalitarianism and the loss of human rights exemplifies scepticism of any utopian endeavour. Atwood seems to hold a negative view of utopianism, stating that ‘Every time a utopia, a perfect society, is created, the result is a dystopia’ (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 117). Hence, there is no perfect society. According to Raffaella Baccolini and Tom Moylan, Atwood’s fictional dystopian representation can be defined as a ‘critical utopia.’ Writers of critical utopias imagine a better society that, though unsettled, is still capable of change and progression. Dystopian writers integrate an ‘emancipatory utopian imagination’ which anticipates the possibility of progress, yet they challenge the ‘political and formal limits of the traditional utopia’ that celebrates an ideal, faultless world (Baccolini and Moylan 2). During the 1980s, the writing of dystopian literature was informed by the ‘economic restructuring, right-wing politics, and a cultural milieu informed by an intensifying fundamentalism and commodification’ (Baccolini and Moylan 2). Baccolini claims that where dystopia is a bleak genre, the utopian hope can still be maintained within it. Thus, the hope which Baccolini proposes within a dystopian novel exists ‘only outside the story’ for readers to rethink and escape the projected dark future (Baccolini ‘Persistence’ 520). If, as Baccolini argues, dystopian literature is a genre women writers favour and a site for expressing ‘struggle and resistance’ (Baccolini 520), Atwood’s dystopian project is a subversion of laws and practices which dehumanize women. 
	Atwood’s use of the dystopian genre aims at reminding readers of their commitment and responsibility to the social and political well-being of their societies. The connection between dystopia and the novel’s political implications reminds the reader of Atwood’s warning against theocratic ideology, and the resultant psychological and physical oppression. Feminist dystopias tackle the question of gender oppression where the society depicted in the narrative reflects ‘imaginary spaces that most contemporary readers would describe as bad places for women, being characterized by the suppression of female desire […] and by the institution of gender-inflected oppressive orders’ (Cavalcanti 49). 
In researching her novel, Atwood says: ‘I clipped articles out of newspapers. I now have a large clippings file of stories supporting the contentions in the book. In other words, there isn’t anything in the book not based on something that has already happened in history or in another country’ (qtd. in ‘Reader’s Companion’, n. pag.). Yet the novel is not a historical narrative. Atwood, who already had the idea for The Handmaid’s Tale in 1981, was more likely to be allegorising the Cold War between the United States and Soviet Union and the clash between Christian fundamentalists and feminists. She was also concerned about the communist power of state patriarchy over Eastern European women. However, the novel has travelled from its conversing with the Cold War era during the 1980s into a new context where the dystopian future represented speaks to the horrors of fundamentalism that have been observed in recent years. 
Atwood’s visit to Iran and Afghanistan in 1978 is not the only evidence that she was aware of the political climate prevailing in the Middle East, but equally conscious of the bleak situation experienced by women there. Mindful of the oppression that women in Afghanistan are subjected to, she states: ‘Thinking that it’s OK for women to read and write would be a radically feminist position in Afghanistan’ (Atwood qtd. in Brans 79). In an audio interview with Don Swaim, Atwood refers to her short visit to Iran before the Shah was deposed. She talks about her journey to Afghanistan, where she encountered Afghani Muslim women wearing chadors with Western-style shoes underneath. The latter is an image which she draws on in her novel. These visits, I argue, inspired the writing of the dystopian novel as much as her observations of American society. They must also have helped in shaping her concern about the possibility of changes that might endanger women’s equality with men in America as well as Eastern Europe. Atwood notes:
I’d traveled, not only in Iran and Afghanistan, but also in the then Soviet empire – East Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia – and had seen many an ex-palace converted to party uses, architecture having no choice of its own about what human beings get up to inside it. “It could never happen here” has not been, since then, a belief in which I can place much faith. All those countries had once been democracies. Any form of human behaviour – given extreme conditions – can happen anywhere. (Atwood, ‘Democracy’, n. pag.) 

Similarly, her preoccupation with America’s theocracy is revealed in the following quote:
The first government of the United States was a fundamentalist government. The United States was founded by seventeenth-century Puritans. It wasn’t a democracy then, but a very strict theocracy, especially with respect to sex. Countries continue the way they began; they rearrange the symbols and the structures, but something remains of their origins. And the presidents of the United States have continued to quote the first theocrats, who referred to their colony as ‘a city upon a hill,’ and ‘a light to all nations.’ Reagan, for instance, repeated these early Puritan references to the Bible. The United States, beginning with the Puritans, considered itself an example not only to its own people but to the whole world. And all utopias/dystopias are responses to certain questions asked by society. I asked myself, if you wanted to seize power in the United States, how would you go about it? Not through communism. Not through Marxism. Not through democracy, because that would be a contradiction. But if you proclaimed, as the Republicans now do, ‘The will of God is with us, follow us’ – that’s what theocracy did. And it’s also a form of tyranny, because when you join politics and religion, you have tyranny. (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 72)

Drawing on the analogies between the fictional Republic of Gilead and America, Iran, Afghanistan, the Soviet Union and Romania (Handmaid’s 305), The Handmaid’s Tale foregrounds a critique of the East/West binaries through its warning against totalitarianism. It was not only Puritan ideology and America’s Christian conservative right that intrigued and alarmed Atwood. Hostile attitudes towards reproductive rights and abortion, and the utopian nature of the second-wave feminism were among her preoccupations. In their discussion of The Handmaid’s Tale, Mark Evans examines the Puritan ideology and the early history of the United States and Fiona Tolan discusses feminist utopias and the novel’s critique of the second wave feminism. Atwood explains that the American government rules through the Puritan system of the 17th century: ‘The U.S. did not begin in the 19th century with the Declaration of Independence. It began in the17thcentury with the Puritan theocracy’ (qtd. in Strong, n. pag.). Atwood asserts that ‘The early Puritans came to America not for religious freedom […] but to set up a society that would be a theocracy (like Iran) ruled by religious leaders, and monolithic, that is, a society that would not tolerate dissent within itself’ (Atwood qtd. ‘Reader’s Companion’, n. pag.). More recently, she emphasises the novel’s relevance to the dominant political atmosphere in the West after 9/11. She writes ‘after 9/11, after the coming of rightwing religious ideology to the White House, and, most importantly, after the erosion of Constitutional rights of many kinds – this piece [The Handmaid’s Tale] seems eerily prescient’ (Atwood, ‘For God’, n. pag.). 
	 Atwood’s main themes in this novel are social and gender injustices and the exploitation of human rights through a state-based religion. She writes about the way oppressive fundamental ideologies can obliterate individual freedoms. In a recent update of her political concerns discussed in The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood seems critical of the abusive practices of a whole range of political regimes. She distrusts ideologies, whether Islamic, Christian, Marxist, or fundamentalist, when they become radical. She writes: ‘It isn’t the labels – Christianity, Socialism, Islam, Democracy […] that are definitive, but the acts done in their names’ (Atwood, Writing with Intent 288).  
Here, it is instructive to note how Hanan Al-Shaykh shares Atwood’s sentiments regarding religious fundamentalism. She rejects Western views which associate Islam with fundamentalism and states:
When I hear of this threatening notion of Islam that harks back to when the Moors invaded Spain I can’t help but laugh. What we have in the Arab world today are defeated countries mostly ruled by dictators. We used to have a past, but not any more. Even if we want to make war we must depend on the West. So I can’t understand this great fear of the fundamentalists. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Swift, n. pag.) 

When asked if she is not worried about threats from ‘Lebanon’s fundamentalists’, Al-Shaykh answers ‘Mostly they do not read and are not aware of literature’ (Al-Shahykh qtd. in Swift, n. pag.). Atwood asserted the same view when she was asked if she had any reaction from the American religious right to The Handmaid’s Tale. She replied that she received death threats at the time of the film in 1990. Other than that, she asserts, ‘most of these people don’t read. They don’t even read the Bible’ (Atwood, ‘Questions and Answers’, n. pag.). 
According to Baccolini, dystopia’s relationship to history is complex and controversial, a relationship that is ‘rooted in history’ (Baccolini, ‘Useful Knowledge’ 115). Arnold E. Davidson raises some important points regarding the difficulties of narrating history, suggesting that ‘how we choose to construct history partly determines the history we are likely to get’ (A. Davidson 23). Atwood’s dissatisfaction with the dystopian society represented in the novel has its association with examples borrowed from history, where the future is haunted by the legacy of the past. She explains that The Handmaid’s Tale  
is closely based on history and reality. The details are all real. That is to say, there have been times when men did things exactly that way. The rules of dress. The kidnapped children – in Argentina, for example. And during the war, the Germans stole blond Polish children to raise them as good Aryans […] And slavery in the United States. Slaves were forbidden to read. And the education of women, for centuries – either reading in general was forbidden, or the reading of certain things. Reading the Bible was forbidden for centuries, not only to women but to all lay persons. There are all sorts of false justifications. (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 75-76)

The blending of interests in the history of totalitarian regimes (American Puritans and the rising fanaticism of the Iranian monotheocracy) in Atwood’s novel remains constituent to our contemporary world. As explained in several interviews and essays, Atwood insists that she ‘didn’t invent anything’ in The Handmaid’s Tale; it is a novel that is ‘based on actuality or possibility’ (Atwood qtd. in Meyer and O’Riordan 161). She explains ‘there is nothing new about the society depicted in The Handmaid’s Tale except time and place. All the things I have written about have – as noted in the “Historical Notes” at the end – been done before, more than once’ (Atwood qtd. in ‘Reader’s Companion’, n. pag.). In The Handmaid’s Tale, Professor Pieixoto explains that women under Ceausescu’s regime were placed under state surveillance to control birth-rates, and in the Philippines, state-controlled executions against nonconformists were observed. Pieixoto notes: 
Rumania, for instance, had anticipated Gilead in the eighties by banning all forms of birth control, imposing compulsory pregnancy tests on the female population […] Salvaging […] in the Philippines [was] a general term for the elimination of one’s political enemies. (Handmaid’s 305, 307)
 
Atwood’s concern about the conditions of women living under oppressive regimes touches upon the fact that those in power in some Eastern European and Middle Eastern countries justify their control through bringing women into this political morass. This, indeed, does not mean that Atwood denies women active participation in the political sphere (whether in Western or Middle Eastern countries). She shows how, for those in power, women are an absolute necessity to the practicing of policies of control and oppression; a vilifying stratagem where women are used to justify certain political stances. Cynthia Enloe argues that feminists need to ask ‘how powerful political actors on the world stage use certain women and certain ideas about women to pursue their goals’ (Enloe xiii). As Atwood states: 
Women, it seems, are not a footnote after all: they are the necessary center around which the wheel of power revolves; or, seen another way, they are the broad base of the triangle that sustains a few oligarchs at the top. (Atwood, Writing with Intent 364)






Narrating the Story: A Brief Summary of the Plot

Woman? Very simple, say the fanciers of simple formulas: she is a womb, an ovary; she is a female. (Beauvoir 35)


Atwood’s bleak visualization of the futuristic Republic of Gilead is in fact a retelling of past and present societies. Within the omnipresent ideology of domination, the novel can be read as a geopolitical allegory and a critique of oppressive regimes, where women and their bodies are exploited and mechanized. Generically, the philosophy of Gilead is centred on various forms of tyranny and repression, and is structured on hierarchies that govern gender roles and class divisions. Gilead’s laws are crystallised through a mixture of totalitarian power and fundamentalist religion, with violence as the dominant means of control. 
After a military coup, Gilead, geographically located in the United States of America, legitimizes all forms of repression against its citizens. The new government is safeguarded by the Commanders, who enjoy the authority which force confers on them and are corrupted by its power. Apart from this group, all other citizens in Gilead live under fear of persecution, the combination of tradition and modernity failing to reward most individuals. People find themselves living in the modern world but within an enclosed, outdated system of strict surveillance that adheres to traditional patriarchal ideologies. 
The state needs to counteract its low birth-rates. Hence, the handmaids, of whom the narrator Offred is one, are the women who are considered suitable for impregnation. These women are the most convinced that they are privileged. However, they are forced to give up their jobs; their bank accounts are closed and a dress code is imposed on them according to class divisions; they are pushed back into the traditional domestic roles which they have no right to change, and which are classified by the regime; they are reduced to become passive recipients of whatever suits men’s desires, silent witnesses to a deterioration of their previous advanced life. 
Offred’s persistence in narrating her story (believing that a listener does exist) is an indication of her political stance, her right to be heard and her determination to survive:   
I keep on going with this sad and hungry and sordid, this limping and mutilated story, because after all I want you to hear it, as I will hear yours too if I ever get the chance. […] By telling you anything at all I’m at least believing in you, I believe you’re there, I believe you into being. Because I’m telling you this story I will your existence. I tell, therefore you are. So I will go on. So I will myself to go on. (Handmaid’s 267-268)

We experience the events of Offred’s past and present life through a recording made after her rescue by the secret underground group of which Nick, her lover, is a member. Her narration is a juxtaposition of past, present and future. This allows her to meditate on her previous peaceful married life, her training at the Rachel and Leah Re-education Centre, her present life at the Commander’s house and her speculation about her unknown fate. In the Commander’s house, Offred unwillingly carries out her biological mission, where becoming pregnant secures her survival in the state. Identified by the limits of biology, she has been reduced to a solely procreative role, submissively accepting the fact that her existence is conditioned by her body. As a woman, she is blamed for failing to become pregnant. Offred’s narration is also a documentation of the lives of other women prisoners in Gilead. 
A brief epilogue entitled ‘The Historical Notes’ enables readers to realize that Offred and her story no longer exist in the present. They are more a distant past, re-narrated and commented upon by Professor Pieixoto at a literary symposium in the year 2195. This allows Atwood to add another narrative perspective to events in Gilead, but this time from the point of view of a male observer who is looking back at the history of Gilead and trivializing Offred’s agony. However, Atwood complicates the narration of history and the reliability of the documenters of history through the interplay of gender roles. She problematises the battle between the sexes: is it Offred’s autobiography that the reader must believe, or Professor Pieixoto’s account with his purely academic analysis of the downfall of Gilead? And is it possible that Offred’s history is threatened by oblivion through the Professor’s undermining of her account? Through this gender-based presentation, the struggle of women against male patriarchs is explored. The narration of Offred is symbolic of feminist struggle, by contrast, Pieixoto’s narration is analogous to the state’s politics and patriarchal male authority. What is common to Offred and Pieixoto’s narratives is the debate about women’s fate and their equal rights. 
It can be argued that The Handmaid’s Tale is Atwood’s viable literary intervention that speaks across the Western-Middle Eastern divide through its feminist concerns. Due to the way it speaks to women’s experiences across cultural divides, and in the light of increasing world-wide religious fundamentalism, the novel can be appreciated as a literary medium that exposes the need to see women as a class, and to warn against the power of the state and its repressive effects. However, the process of the literary crossing of the novel has been shaped by the current political situation and the events of 9/11. As a result, in recent times, the novel has been narrowly read as representing Middle Eastern women. The next section will discuss the novel through the lens of the backlash against feminists in the U.S. and in the Middle East. Most importantly, I have used the novel to identify aspects which make a contemporary re-reading of The Handmaid’s Tale relevant to the situation of Middle Eastern women. 


An Oriental Reading of the ‘Transnational’ Handmaid’s Tale


Whether in the West or the Middle East, feminists have a long history of struggle against the practices of the state and its criticism of feminist movements. Yet, in trying to assert their socio-political rights, feminists have often found themselves pulled into the middle of the confusion of state policies. Atwood believes that politicians’ statements should not be taken inconsequentially and that women’s liberation is ‘precarious and based on general prosperity’ (Atwood qtd. in Langer 133). She explains:
Under pressure, you can’t depend on human nature to remain the way you think it ought to be. Under pressure people do strange things. They hang people as witches, they riot, they toss out their democratic institutions and put in bad people […] some of the other things are things that a number of people with political power in the United States have said that they would like to do. […] I don’t think you should ever suppose that what people say they want to do is just rhetoric. If the fundamentalist establishment in the States says that women’s place is in the home and that homosexuals deserve death, I don’t think that you should ignore that. (Atwood qtd. in Langer 133-134) 

One of the main goals of The Handmaid’s Tale, then, is to remind contemporary readers of their recent history, where women’s rights and human rights have been threatened by fundamentalist ideologies. After a period in the United States characterized by major developments in women’s access to education and employment, and amendments of family laws during the 1980s, women’s rights have been opposed. Though the events in the novel are fictional, many of the observations of women’s oppression and treatment are still experienced by women today. We live the outcomes of Gilead’s backlash through the personal narrative of Offred. Offred notes how ‘circumstances have been reduced’ for women, and that within Gilead’s structure women have become ‘ladies in reduced circumstances’ (Handmaid’s 8). Atwood explains that, ‘When a democratic system feels itself to be under threat, individual freedoms are among the first things to be sacrificed, to be replaced by the secret exercise of increasingly arbitrary power’ (Atwood, ‘Democracy’, n. pag.).
It is true that in the 1980s Atwood anticipated a backlash against women’s movements in the United States. Her warning comes in this novel. Taking into account her visits to Iran and Afghanistan, it is also likely that she had anticipated a similar backlash against feminists in some Middle Eastern countries. Atwood notes that women’s liberation is conditioned by the governing political power and, as such, is subject to ‘the danger of totalitarianism’ (Atwood qtd. in Langer 133). As she has recently stated: 
Islamic and American right-wing fundamentalisms are on the rise, and one of the first aims of both is the suppression of women – their bodies, their minds, the results of their labors: women, it appears, do most of the work around this planet – and last but not least, their wardrobes. (Atwood, Writing with Intent 360)
 
In her book Backlash (1992) Susan Faludi charts American government’s conservative policies towards feminist activism. Feminists were obliged to unite during the 1980s to counteract political and patriarchal reactions against women’s increased liberation. Faludi points out that when American feminists were on the ‘verge of the break through’ in minimizing the gap in gender inequalities, Reagan’s conservative government decided to ‘shunt women’s rights off their platforms’ (Faludi 13). She writes:
A backlash against women’s rights succeeds to the degree that it appears not to be political, that it appears not to be a struggle at all. It is most powerful when it goes private, when it lodges inside a woman’s mind and turns her vision inward, until she imagines the pressure is all in her head, until she begins to enforce the backlash, too – on herself. (Faludi 16)

Faludi believes that ‘every backlash movement has had its preferred scapegoat [and] for the New Right, a prime enemy would be feminist women’ (Faludi 262). Atwood recaptures the memory of this backlash through Offred’s narrative. Reduced to a ‘national source’ whose social value is in reproduction, Offred remembers the ‘Take Back the Night’ demonstrations against pornography and rape, and her mother’s feminist activism (Handmaid’s 65). Disbelieving in this struggle and embarrassed by her mother, Offred remembers her mother’s words: 
As for you, she’d say to me, you’re just a backlash. […] You young people don’t appreciate things. […] You don’t know what we had to go through, just to get you where you are. [...] Don’t you know how many women’s lives, how many women’s bodies, the tanks had to roll over just to get that far? (Handmaid’s 121)

Belonging to the generation of post-feminists and enjoying many rights, Offred thinks she does not need feminism: ‘I took too much for granted; I trusted fate, back then’ (Handmaid’s 27). Eventually, she learns to appreciate what it means to lose this freedom and recognizes that some of her mother’s feminist concerns were integral to women’s equality.  
Feminists in the Middle East were awaiting a similar backlash from the Islamic conservative militants in Egypt, Afghanistan and Iran. Here, the process of Islamism took on a new dimension and affected the relationship between Middle Eastern states and women’s movements. Nadje Al-Ali discusses the study of the women’s movement in Egypt; whereas Ziba Mir-Hosseini discusses the debate about women’s rights and gender relations and the production of religious knowledge in Iran. The differences in the experiences of Western and Arab feminists in regard to state policies resulted in different responses to these backlashes. However, what these feminists shared was a nostalgic and defensive position towards demanding their political rights. Both backlashes used religion as a vehicle to support the sexual control of women, justifying this control by emphasising notions of national security and the preservation of the community and the family institution. Like Faludi, Rosemary Sayigh warns against a ‘global patriarchy’ which dominates world policies through ‘neo-conservatism’ in America and ‘religious revivalism’ in Arab countries (Sayigh 4-9). Sayigh contends that ‘with the neo-conservatives in the United States rolling back legislation around women’s rights’, Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale seems ‘neither futuristic nor surreal, but a likely prediction of a near future’ that is affecting women on a global scale (Sayigh 9). Though Sayigh does not frame Western and Arab feminists’ need to unite within a transnational feminist project, her call is a fundamental demand for a feminist affiliation between women across national boundaries. From this perspective, The Handmaid’s Tale functions as a transnational text that transcends national borders through its various communities of readers. It mirrors the varied experiences of women, each within its own historical and cultural contexts. Yet this is not the way the novel has been put into context, as I will explain below. 
As a symbol of the new ‘Cold War’ between the West and the Middle East, veiled Muslim women have become the representatives of cultural difference. The description of Offred, dressed in a long red chador-like dress and her hair locked in a white veil which covers her face, is an image that triggers associations with images of Afghan and Iranian women in their burqas and chadors. It is not an image easily forgotten by today’s Western readers. Offred describes her image:
Everything except the wings around my face is red: the color of blood, which defines us. The skirt is ankle - length, full, gathered to a flat yoke that extends over the breasts, the sleeves are full. The white wings too are prescribed issue; they are to keep us from seeing, but also from being seen […] I can see [a mirror] as I go down the stairs […] and myself in it like a distorted shadow, a parody of something, some fairy-tale figure in a red cloak […] A Sister dipped in blood. (Handmaid’s 8-9)

As blood defines the role of the handmaids as one of biology and reproduction, so the veil becomes another marker which determines their social hierarchy in Gilead. Only the handmaids are colour-coded in red. The strict veiling of the handmaids with their long dresses revives the debate about the veiling of Muslim women and the fundamental religious ideologies of the Iranian revolution and the Taliban in Afghanistan. The veil becomes one of the symbols of gender segregation that defines the separation between the public and private spheres; a marker, according to Leila Ahmed, that is ‘pregnant’ with various connotations (Ahmed, Women 166). Atwood sees in the act of compulsory veiling an intrusion that violates the freedom of women’s choice. Covering herself in a chador while visiting Afghanistan, Atwood could visualize what it meant to be reduced to a mere passive sexual taboo. The ‘cloak of invisibility’, according to Atwood, turned her into a ‘negative space, a blank in the visual field, a sort of antimatter – both there and not there’ (Atwood, Writing with Intent 207).
Atwood’s dramatization of the veil scene captures the debate about its function and the question of modernity as opposed to traditions. The complex views on the veil are tackled through Offred’s meditation on seeing Japanese tourists dressed up in a fashionable way. Not only does the veil hide the handmaids in public spaces (the white wings of their veils obscure possible visibility) it also defines their difference from other women. Upon seeing the women with their uncovered hair, knee-length skirts, stockings, high heels and red lipstick, Offred feels confused as her condition has been normalised to her. She feels nostalgic, longing for this past, but also repulsed. Much as the images of these foreign women invite curiosity, the images of Offred and the other handmaids also reveal debates about modesty versus modernity. Offred meditates ‘we are fascinated, but also repelled. They seem undressed’ (Handmaid’s 28). Offred notices how the Gilead regime succeeds ideologically in encoding people’s minds to believe that the Western model of the Japanese women is the negative, corrupted image of modernization. Offred says: 
It has taken so little time to change our minds, about things like this. Then I think: I used to dress like that. That was freedom. Westernized, they used to call it. (emphasis original; Handmaid’s 28) 

The views of the veiled handmaids as chaste and authentic, as opposed to the modern, barefaced Japanese women as sexual objects, give a clear account of the importance of different cultural practices. Though published before the dialogue between Western and Arab feminists in regard to the differences in cultural practices, The Handmaid’s Tale still speaks to the sensitive debate between Muslim and Western cultures about the significance of the veil. The language of clothing signified in this scene explores an understanding of women’s sexuality in terms of visibility and invisibility; nakedness and visibility on the one hand, modesty and invisibility on the other. The penetrative gaze possessing both has direct links to sexuality. As the representative of an anti-feminist stance, Aunt Lydia reminds the handmaids ‘Modesty is invisibility […] Never forget it. To be seen – to be seen – is to be – her voice trembled – penetrated. What you must be, girls, is impenetrable’ (emphasis original; Handmaid’s 28). The veil, then, becomes an instrument of control, allegedly saving the handmaids’ chastity and honour and rendering them ‘impenetrable’. 
Fadwa El Guindi argues that in Muslim and Christian traditions veiling is considered a language that conveys cultural and social practices for both sexes (El Guindi, Veil xii). Veiling, as she argues, is not a practice that is limited to Muslims. In ‘Veiling Resistance’, El Guindi refers to Coptic women who followed the practice of veiling as it was an urban phenomenon associated with upper classes in mid nineteenth-century Egypt (El Guindi 595). However, the veil is often negatively associated with the oppression of women. For the handmaids the act of veiling functions as a barrier to possible cultural communication between them and the tourists. It is the interpreter accompanying the Japanese tourists, and not Offred or the other handmaid, who explains why they are dressed in long dresses and have their hair covered. Offred and the handmaids are perceived as silent, powerless subjects who are unable to speak or represent themselves. Offred comments, ‘I know what he’ll be saying, I know the line. He’ll be telling them that the women here have different customs, that to stare at them through the lens of a camera is, for them, an experience of violation’ (Handmaid’s 29). Indeed, among the foreigners in the novel there seems to be a common belief that the veiling tradition is associated with women’s oppression and dissatisfaction. This urges one of the Japanese tourists, out of curiosity, to ask whether or not the handmaids are happy. Offred reflects in defiance: 
‘He asks, are you happy,’ says the interpreter. I can imagine it, their curiosity: Are they happy? How can they be happy? I can feel their bright black eyes on us, the way they lean a little forward to catch our answers, the women especially, but the men too: we are secret, forbidden, we excite them […] ‘Yes, we are very happy,’ I murmur. (Handmaid’s 29) 

In her answer to the tourist, Offred’s words contradict her private experience of the veil. She contemplates: ‘Merely to lift off the heavy white wings and the veil, merely to feel my own hair again, with my hands, is a luxury’ and ‘My body seems outdated. Did I really wear bathing suits, at the beach? I did, without thought, among men, without caring that my legs, my arms, my thighs and back were on display, could be seen. Shameful, immodest’ (emphasis original; Handmaid’s 62, 63). For today’s readers, such a contradiction evokes long-standing representations of Middle Eastern women as victims of oppression and brutality. 
It is not only the debate about the veil which puts The Handmaid’s Tale into a specific Middle Eastern context of reception. The novel is also a harem narrative, where a white woman is captured, confined by the veil and imprisoned against her will. In a similar way to that of the harem women, the handmaids move within confined spaces and therefore their knowledge and interaction with the outside world is limited and incomplete. Seeing her present life locked within the walls of a harem, Offred remembers her visits to art galleries and people’s obsession with nineteenth century paintings of the Oriental harem: ‘Dozens of paintings of harems, fat women lolling in divans, turbans on their heads or velvet caps, being fanned with peacock tails, a eunuch in the background standing guard’ (Handmaid’s 69). Through her imprisonment, Offred understands the nature of these harem paintings. They are not concerned with eroticism and the fantasized image of exotic Oriental women. They imply boredom, waiting and the endless days of confinement. Offred foregrounds the social practices within the harem that keep women on the margins of the social space: ‘I wait, washed, brushed, fed, like a prize pig’ (Handmaid’s 69). The harem-like space for Offred becomes a space for meditating on women’s violated rights of freedom, sexual desire and mobility. For a Western reader, this harem status of lethargy characterizing the handmaids’ life suggests notions of domesticity and obedience which are likely to be associated with the lives of women in the Middle East, but not within the traditions of Western women. 
	A lack of religious tolerance in Gilead brings to mind countries like the United States and Iran. Atwood contends that when the Puritans fled from persecution in England to the United States they became the persecutors of non-Puritans (Atwood qtd. in ‘Reader’s companion’, n. pag.). Similarly, in Iran the Islamists were persecuted in the time of the Shah, only to become the persecutors after the Iranian revolution. The presence of the wall in Gilead, where dissidents are hanged and displayed to the public, and the Eye acting as the power of surveillance become an allegorical replay of this history of persecution. For today’s readers, they may recall memories of more recent atrocities such as the public execution of Zarmeena in Kabul’s soccer stadium in November 1999 for the killing of her husband (‘Taliban Publicaly Execute Woman’, n. pag.). Seeing the bodies hanging on the wall, Offred remarks that these are for ‘time travellers, anachronisms. They’ve come here from the past’ (Handmaid’s 33). Offred’s words link the traumatic memories of the past to Gilead’s present atrocities. 
In a political climate that was troubled by tense American-Iranian relations in the early 1980s, Offred’s statement that the coup is the work of ‘Islamic fanatics’ revives for contemporary readers images of religious leaders at the time of the Iranian revolution and, more recently, the current ‘war on terror.’ It draws on notions of fear, intensified by the events of 9/11, and of Muslim fanatics. Offred recalls:
It was after the catastrophe, when they shot the president and machine-gunned the Congress and the army declared a state of emergency. They blamed it on the Islamic fanatics, at the time. […] It was hard to believe. The entire government, gone like that. (Handmaid’s 174)

Theorising on what he defines as the ‘global ideology of fear’, Tariq Ramadan argues that fear operates in a reciprocal relationship between ‘countries of the West and those of the South, particularly where the population is primarily Muslim’ (Ramadan, ‘Global Ideology’ 2). Fear is used as a ‘political weapon, particularly as part of the opportunistic strategies of the great economic powers of the day’ (Ramadan, ‘Global Ideology’ 2). The atrocities of Gilead speak to this exaggerated notion of fear, where the West is threatened by Islamic fanatics. I would suggest that in today’s Western readers’ imaginations, as the readers’ comments on the Amazon site and the newspapers’ reviews reveal, Atwood’s interplay of the discourse of the veil, the harem narrative, and the representation of Islamic fanaticism triggers the assumption that the world of Gilead is more immediate to the countries of the Middle East than to those in the West. It also suggests that Offred’s imprisonment is an embodiment of the lives of Middle Eastern women living under misogynous attitudes and discrimination in their countries. In the next section, I will examine the direct impact on the reception of the novel of the relationship between the West and the Middle East.


The Politics of Reception

Our words may travel farther and say more than we could ever guess at the time we wrote them. (Atwood, Writing with Intent 321)


The ongoing popularity of The Handmaid’s Tale springs from its capacity to unearth explosive issues concerning our contemporary life. It is an MLA (Modern Language Association) best-seller (Rosenthal 42) and one of Atwood’s best sellers in the United States (in spite of its being banned there in some high schools for its religious and sexual audacity) (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 39). The Handmaid’s Tale has been translated into 35 languages, was made into a film in 1990, and into an opera in Denmark in 2000 (Keenan, n. pag.). The novel has also been included in book club reading lists and assigned to undergraduate classes in many countries. The richness of The Handmaid’s Tale is derived from the issues tackled therein, and goes to the heart of many of today’s societies. I now consider why The Handmaid’s Tale has been a revisited text and what impact the novel has had on different communities of readers, especially in the light of the events of 9/11. As explained earlier, Atwood has attempted to draw parallels with totalitarian regimes in some Western and Middle Eastern countries, and to warn against the risk of losing the rights for women which were achieved during the 1970s and 1980s. However, the ways in which today’s readers receive the novel come as a reminder of the oppressed situation of women in countries like Iran and Afghanistan. What readers perceived at the time of publication as a critique of Christian fundamentalism (where Christianity has become increasingly prominent within American government policy) and totalitarianism has been reinterpreted as disquiet concerning Islamic fundamentalism and the oppressed situation of Muslim women.
	The question of Middle Eastern Muslim women has been on the political agenda of the American government for many decades. In her study of Afghan women, Elaheh Rostami-Povey argues that in the media and the political discourse of the West these women have been represented as ‘passive victims awaiting liberation’ and used as ‘partial justification for a bombing campaign against Afghanistan’ (Rostami-Povey 1). Gender relationships in Afghanistan have been one excuse, among others, through which the U.S. policy-makers have legitimised their military campaign after the 9/11 attacks. As Rostami-Povey explains, within the ideological frame of the so-called ‘war on terror’, U.S. policy-makers have ‘made an analogy between the defeat of Taliban and Al-Qaida, and women’s liberation’ and the neo-conservative right has promoted ‘western superiority and the imperial strategy of saving Afghan and Muslim women’ (Rostami-Povey 1). Rostami-Povey argues that the events of 9/11 and the London bombing attacks of 7/7 have increased fear and antagonism towards Muslims. She states that ‘Afghans, and Afghan women in particular, have been at the receiving end of these ideological offensives as a result of their perceived association with the Taliban, al-Qaida and terrorism and have been physically and emotionally abused, especially those Afghan women who wear the hijab’ (Rostami-Povey 112-113). Similarly, Arundhati Roy argues: ‘It’s being made out that the whole point of the war was to topple the Taliban regime and liberate Afghan women from their burqas. We’re being asked to believe that the U.S. marines are actually on a feminist mission’ (Roy 18).
In his controversial study The Clash of Fundamentalism, Tariq Ali asserts that the end of the twentieth century witnessed the collapse of ‘secular, modernist and socialist impulses’ (Ali 67). Ali explains that these ideologies have been replaced by oppressive practices which have a direct repercussion on women’s active participation in many Western and Middle Eastern societies. Ali writes:  
[O]n a global scale, a wave of religious fundamentalism swept the world. Some of the rights won by women were under threat in the United States, Poland, Russia and the former East Germany. The victory of the clerics in Iran, the defeat of the left in Afghanistan, the continued existence of the Wahhabi regime in Saudi Arabia, the rise of hardline fundamentalist groups in Egypt and Algeria, the postmodernist defence of relativism appeared to have buried the hopes of women once again. (Ali 67)

Ali states that in Afghanistan, ‘Women were banned from working, collecting their children from school and, in some cities, even from shopping: effectively, they were confined to their homes’ (Ali 211).
Sharing Al-Ali’s belief about the complicated situation of women in the Middle East, William Beeman explains that the situation for women in Iran has been on the American government’s agenda for a long time, since the time of the Iranian revolution. He argues that: ‘In cultural terms, forces in both the United States and in the Middle East constructed a mythological image that served to “demonize” the other parties in vivid terms, calculated to be immediately understood by the man on the street’ (Beeman 1). The legacy of the Iranian revolution remains present in the contemporary American representation of Islamic societies where, according to Beeman, both nations ‘construct the “other” to fit an idealized picture of an enemy’ with the stereotypical images of the ‘Great Satan’ and the ‘Mad Mullahs’ characterizing each country (Beeman 4). The American government started to perceive Iran as a ‘supporter of terrorist activities in 1984 under the Regan administration’ (Beeman 140). Since the time of the revolution, the question of Iranian women has become one among many others provoking the concerns of American politicians, ‘because they represent central uncertainties in the U.S. culture for the United States citizens. Iran’s actions touch nerves in the American consciousness’ (Beeman 137). The Iranian hostage crisis of 1979-1981, which saw Iranian students kept hostages for 444 days in the American embassy, is still fresh in the American memory (Beeman 137). Images of the captivity of the hostages are analogous to the handmaids in the novel. These images linger in the popular memory and reach a wide readership. Like those of the Afghan women, stereotypes of Iranian women as oppressed, segregated and confined within a strict dress code have continued to influence the central conceptions of Iranian women. Beeman writes ‘No place in the Islamic world today has been more stigmatized for its alleged poor treatment of women than Iran, the reality behind the scenes belies the superficial appearances’ (Beeman 150). 
	Such a political context, along with the reality of 9/11 dominating today’s Western media and political discourse, has drawn attention to the situation of Afghan women. In a similar way, Middle Eastern women enter the consciousness of Western readers as stereotypical victims of abuse. Anne E. Brodsky writes: 
There was a time that no pen moved to write a poem or article that reflected the realities of Afghanistan. No filmmaker made a film that showed the true oppression of our people. No country’s or government’s conscience was awakened enough to do anything to change the situation in Afghanistan. After too many years of knowing about our tragedy, only September 11 forced some governments and institutions to take action, claiming at this late date that they did so because they cared about Afghanistan and the liberation of Afghan women. Unfortunately this action did not cure the wounds of our people. And even as September 11 suddenly brought the world’s largest forgotten tragedy to the center of attention, still most people and governments and media do not understand our reality. (Brodsky ix) 

The image of Offred, veiled, obedient and forced into confinement in Gilead society, accentuates the highly political context of fundamentalism and oppression and brings to mind the condition of ordinary Afghan and Iranian women. The above discussion goes some way to explain why The Handmaid’s Tale has been circulated and re-read as a text that contemplates the situation of Muslim women. 
A number of newspaper reviews and readers’ comments on the Amazon.com site have reinterpreted the novel as a possible scenario for fundamentalism in various Middle Eastern countries, rather than in the West. Views of the novel as a mirror of merciless practices against women in countries like Iran and Afghanistan continue to be aired. A few, as shown below, have recognized the possibility of seeing a similar situation in the West. The majority, however, have dismissed the novel because of its impossible occurrence in the West. 
Mary McCarthy’s review, published in the New York Times in 1986, remains influential. McCarthy writes that ‘the essential element of a cautionary tale is recognition. Surprised recognition’. This element is ‘almost strikingly missing’ from Atwood’s novel. McCarthy did not expect anything to happen in the near future as a result of the novel. She states: 
I just can’t see the intolerance of the far right, presently directed not only at abortion clinics and homosexuals but also at high school libraries and small-town schoolteachers, as leading to a super-biblical Puritanism by which procreation will be insisted on and reading of any kind banned. (McCarthy, ‘Breeders’, n. pag.) 

McCarthy dismisses the plausibility of the novel saying that ‘the book just does not tell me what there is in our present mores that I ought to watch out for.’ She neglects to mention Iran, Afghanistan, or the situation of Middle Eastern women in her review. In 1986, the problems of women in Iran and Afghanistan received minor attention compared to that received post-9/11. It is more likely that McCarthy’s response emerges as an outcome of the political atmosphere in her country. 
In another 1986 review, Dean Flower notes that Atwood’s attempt to write a political novel is a ‘fizzle…[Her] “what ifs” are so lacking plausibility or inevitability as to be embarrassing’ (Flower 318). Again, like McCarthy, Flower did not mention any relevance of the novel to the Middle East.
	One of the reviews which mentions the proximity of The Handmaid’s Tale to the Middle East was concerned with the political interplay of fundamentalist regimes. Marina Warner, in a review published in The Guardian in March 1986, states that Atwood
drops us into an America of the chillingly near future, where the rulers of Gilead have imposed the sort of regime that Bible belt fanatics, the Ayatollah, and President Marcos might cook up together. (Warner, n. pag.)
 
In a more perceptive analysis of the impact of the Iranian revolution, Mary Battiata explains that the setting of the novel in Cambridge, Massachusetts ‘resembles downtown Tehran’ where the fictional transformation of the United States is similar to the way ‘the West watched the transformation of Iran’ (Battiata, n. pag.). 
Tellingly, the post-9/11 reviews have established a direct relationship between the novel and Middle Eastern countries. Emma Brockes, in The Guardian, refers to the events in the novel as ‘a Taliban-esque regime taking hold of the west,’ (Brockes, n. pag.) whereas Joan Smith in The Observer, reads it as ‘a prophecy that came true not in the West, where Atwood set it, but in Afghanistan under the Taliban’ (Smith, ‘And Pigs’, n . pag.). Robert Pott’s analysis in The Guardian is more pragmatic. Although he echoes others when saying that Atwood wrote the novel while having ‘Iran in mind, and her memories of Kabul,’ he sees the book as ‘relevant in a world of jostling theocracies and diminished civil liberties in both east and west’ (Pott, n. pag.). 	 
	Similarly, the Amazon.com site shows that many readers associate Atwood’s novel with the situation of women in the Middle East, and in particular in Afghanistan. One review states ‘when you read the book, change the US to certain countries in the Middle East and appreciate that it did happen’ (‘Shocking Glimpse’, n. pag.). Another reader explains: 
My feelings during this book were of shock. In some sense, what has happened in this book has already happened in other parts of the world and can happen again. The control over women is very much like that of the women in Afghanistan. (‘What if This’, n. pag.)

The grim representation of the situation of women in the novel allows today’s readers to visualize the image of women in Afghanistan, this being the most obvious example of misogyny towards women today. In October 2001, a reviewer writes:
The parallels between women’s lives under Taliban rule and The Handmaid’s Tale are shocking. […] Of course, comparing the horrors of The Handmaid’s Tale to life under the Taliban may not prompt anyone to buy several panic bags of candy corn. After all, we all know it’s awful over there. We, thankfully, are here in the West, where things like that are impossible. […] By reading The Handmaid’s Tale, we are presented with a dystopian future, the majority of which hasn’t yet occurred. (‘A Tale of Our Times’, n. pag.)

Other reviewers have accepted the allusion to the position of women in other Middle Eastern countries, not just in Afghanistan and Iran. A reader writes: 
In Pakistan, women’s rights are non-existent, and many policies are that of Gilead in The Handmaid’s Tale. In Gilead, the handmaids must cover their bodies and faces almost completely with veils and wings. In Pakistan, Iran, Afghanistan, Bahrain, and similar South Asian countries, this is a must for women. […] In many Arabic countries, women belong to their husband. Men, in turn, may have many women, which belong to them. (‘Free Essays’, n. pag.)

Another reader, Stephen Hylas, finds an analogy between the society in The Handmaid’s Tale and that of Saudi Arabia. He writes ‘In Saudi Arabia, women cannot be educated, and men and women cannot see each other in public. There are religious police who will stop anyone doing something “unholy”, like men and women holding hands. And you can forget about gay rights. Men in Saudi Arabia have absolute control over women and the country, and frequently abuse them unchallenged’ (Hylas, n. pag.).





In spite of her transnational responsibility and political commitment, Atwood seems to have no authority over her novels. The Handmaid’s Tale provides one example through which the process of literary crossing has been profoundly influenced by the political context of the day. The implied political atmosphere in the novel has influenced readers’ perceptions in accordance with their personal convictions and political affiliations through the process of reading and interpretation. The changes in the political atmosphere of the Western reader from that of 1986 to that of 9/11 has generated a new reading of the novel. The concern of readers before 9/11 concentrated on American right-wing policies on women’s rights; after 9/11, the concern turned to the position of women in some Middle Eastern countries. 
In the next section, I will discuss Hanan Al-Shaykh’s novel Women of Sand and Myrrh (1991) within the same framework of reader-reception theory, though, here, my reading is more complex. The complexity arises from the fact that Hanan Al-Shaykh, herself an Arab Middle Eastern woman and writer, has become a representation of what Huggan defines as the exoticism of ‘other’ writers. On the other hand, as a Western woman writer, Atwood and her literary image have been the focus of attention for contemporary readers for a different form of exoticism which Huggan defines as the ‘celebrity glamour’ of Atwood’s industry (Huggan 209). 


Entangled Loyalties: Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Women of Sand and Myrrh

Writing is helping people building bridges between all the countries. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Schlote, ‘Interview’, n. pag.)

Writing has always been a form of cultural travelling, a means of transporting words into other worlds, of making crossings and forging connections between apparently conflicting worlds. (Nasta, Writing across Worlds 6) 


In this section, I will concentrate on the politics of reception in relation to the London-based Lebanese novelist Hanan Al-Shaykh, focusing mainly on the Western reception of her novel Women of Sand and Myrrh. I have chosen this novel for two reasons: firstly, the reputation and the popularity the novel has brought to Al-Shaykh; and secondly, the remarkable publicity it generated both at the time of its publication and later in light of the 9/11 attacks. My aim is to draw attention to what Newton calls the ‘fusion of horizons’, which ‘takes place between the past experiences that are embodied in [a] text and the interests of its present-day readers’ (Newton 219) to question how a literary text generates several, differing interpretations when it travels across continents. This term, ‘fusion of horizons’, is borrowed from Hans-George Gadamer. The meaning in the text is found through a process of ‘fusion’ between the world around the reader and that of the text itself (Newton 219).  
I will argue that the politics of reception have touched upon Al-Shaykh’s public image and literary status as well as her novels. In doing so I will seek to show how Hanan Al-Shaykh, like other contemporary Arab women writers living in the West, is caught up in entangled loyalties which the writer Fadia Faqir identifies as ‘the still picture in the mind and the present living landscape’ (Faqir 53). This ambivalent sense of duality can be attributed to Al-Shaykh’s occupying the geopolitical spaces of both Western and the Arab worlds. I will bring to light the complex space Al-Shaykh inhabits, why she is considered a literary icon in the West and why her novels have persistently appealed to Western readers. Before I will examine Al-Shaykh’s position as a writer negotiating the politics of reception, I provide a synopsis of Women of Sand and Myrrh.


Women of Sand and Myrrh: A Synopsis


Women of Sand and Myrrh is a compelling novel that continues a similar political and cultural exchange of ideas encountered in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale.​[2]​ The novels overlap in their representation of women’s personal struggles and exploration of the complex relationship between the public and private spheres. They critique the misuse of the umbrella terms of ‘religion’ and ‘politics’, highlighting corrupt behaviour directed at women in particular as they foreground the unequal gender boundaries between men and women. Though both writers emphasise that men too are victimized by oppressive state laws, it is women who are consistently disadvantaged. 
Al-Shaykh directs the reader towards a deeper understanding of the gendered roles that govern in some Arab countries. Women of Sand and Myrrh is an autobiographical feminist critique of the repressive conditioning of women to social, economic and sexual subjection. The novel conveys Al-Shaykh’s personal experience while living in Saudi Arabia in a modern version of the harem. Al-Shaykh states: ‘The first five minutes at the airport I saw my personality as if I had become a shadow. Not Hanan, not the writer, not the novelist or the mother. I wasn’t a woman at all’ (Al-Shaykh, ‘In Search’ 83). She describes her bewildering experience, saying that ‘you lived with women more than with your husband. There were all these coffee mornings, and to break the boredom I had a canary’ (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.). 
Women of Sand and Myrrh explains the tragic predicament of a group of women living in one Gulf state, a tragedy that they bear ‘in their hearts, their wombs, [and] their minds’, exposing the hypocrisies therein (Ghazaleh, n. pag.). The story unfolds primarily through the eyes of four women, the Lebanese Suha, the American Susan, and the two natives Tamr and Nur, who endure restricted lives in a nameless Gulf desert. The narrative is enriched by the different experiences of these women across the lines of race, religion and culture. Al-Shaykh allows various voices to intersect, and compares the women’s ambivalent feelings to the desert. Despite the protagonists’ different personalities, cultures, social classes, and educational backgrounds, the ruling system views women only as a subordinate, homogenous group. The narrative reveals how each protagonist tries to negotiate her position in the face of strict patriarchal surveillance. Suha and Susan experience physical displacement. As non-natives, they approach the desert with different hopes. The main character, Suha, is a university graduate who has fled a civil war in her country and obediently accompanies her husband to the Gulf. We sense her feeling of alienation early on in the narrative: ‘Like every woman coming here I felt that this was time lost out of my life’ (Woman 7). Like Offred in The Handmaid’s Tale, Suha’s account reveals a story of intimidation, where details of the state’s repressive laws begin to emerge. Neither work nor going to the market have been pleasant experiences for Suha. She is dehumanized and rebuked by society because she is not veiled and properly dressed. Bewildered about the terrible attitude she received at work, she remembers: 
I saw a towel flying through the air towards me. I don’t know who threw it, but I put it around my shoulders, looking down and seeing only the men’s sandals and mules and long tobacco - stained nails. (Women 3)
 
Though Suha does not break any of the regulations regarding women’s work (she has a job in a segregated learning institution) she is policed by conservative men. This misogynist attitude that is prevalent in some Islamic countries, tantamount to bullying, helps to marginalize women’s role in the public sphere. Finding herself forced to hide in cardboard boxes to escape persecution for the mere fact that ‘[she is] a woman and [she is] working’ (Women 4), Suha’s increasing anguish reflects a change of attitude and expectation towards the desert. She feels that she has been deceived, having approached the desert as the tourist who seeks the unfamiliar exoticism and romantic adventure of a new place (Al-Fadel, ‘Deterritorialization’ 12). Suha says: 
this wasn’t the desert that I’d seen from the aircraft, nor the one I’d read about or imagined myself; […] Everyday-life existed in the desert, but it was the daily routine of housewives. (Women 9) 

Amid her confusion, Suha finds herself involved in a lesbian relationship with Nur. Though her decision to leave her husband and return to Lebanon may be perceived as an escape, it is a decision that challenges the norms of what an Arab woman in a similar situation is expected to yield to. Through her journey of self-discovery, Suha realises that she can sacrifice her marriage for the sake of maintaining her individuality and independence.
In contrast to the pathos of Suha’s story, Susan’s narrative contains elements of humour. Given that Susan is American, it is likely that her narrative will tell of a daunting experience in a completely foreign setting. But, in spite of the vast cultural differences between American and Gulf cultures, she does not see her displacement as a passive sign of alienation. The temptations she finds in the desert are overwhelming. Journeying to the desert is a dream come true for Susan who, after meeting the American Barbara (a gallery owner), approaches it with the dream of wealth. When Barbara tells Susan that ‘we’d [Western people] live like characters in A Thousand and One Nights’ (Women 191) Susan, though ignorant of the book, imagines the desert as exotic and strange. 
Al-Shaykh’s creation of the character of Susan seems to anticipate contemporary readers’ prejudices against Arab women. Through Susan’s character, Al-Shaykh seems to feed into the Orientalist stereotypes of women, and adds an element of humour where Arab men’s infatuation with Western women seems exaggerated. In the desert, Susan experiences the way of life in the Gulf through her style of living in a harem-like setting. She is served by a homosexual servant (a reminiscent of the harem’s eunuch), and is willing to be married to a polygamous man. This willingness is reinforced by Susan’s eagerness to live a life of wealth and luxury. From an overweight neglected U.S. housewife in her forties to the foreign ‘Marilyn Monroe of the desert’, Susan escapes the limitations imposed on native women as they are not pertinent to her (Women 184). Susan’s narrative closes with the realization that she does not want to return to her homeland. She is willing to do anything to stay in the Gulf, even if this means converting to Islam or settling for a marriage with a polygamous husband. 
By contrast, Nur and Tamr react differently to their native homeland. The narratives of Tamr and Nur represent a consciousness of the economic structures and class divisions determining women’s lives. Their stories show how women are economically dependent on, and controlled by, the male patriarchs in their families. Tamr’s brother controls her, while Nur is dependent on her husband. In contrast to Nur (a spoilt and passive woman whose life is unfulfilling and damaged by sexual relations) the twice-divorced Tamr is presented as a young and energetic ‘rebel’ trying constantly to deconstruct patriarchal barriers within the space allowed to women. The story of Tamr maps the emergence of a nationalist-feminist voice, and a refusal to succumb to women’s patriarchal indoctrination. Faced with her brother’s rejection, Tamr goes on hunger strike. Through this, Al-Shaykh portrays a feminist bond:  the unity of the mother, the daughter, and the sister-in-law, succeeds in bringing about the change which Tamr needs – her brother’s consent to her dress-making business. Al-Shaykh shows that the dynamics of change come from an awareness of one’s rights. Tamr’s story reveals Al-Shaykh’s agenda: one which centres on transnational feminism, and shows the ways in which women embrace the issues of feminist identity and solidarity. Suha, who has been Tamr’s teacher, has influenced Tamr’s feminist consciousness in a positive manner. 
The desert colours human relations in a culture that is changing rapidly through modernization. It symbolically becomes a character in its own right and is introduced as an integral part of the protagonists’ lives. All the women negotiate their relationship to the spatial context in which they live. Al-Shaykh gives a life force to the desert, describing it as: 
a real character. Because of the way all these characters’ lives rotated around it and how it changed their lives. They were in flux almost all the time because of the place itself. […] I felt, even at an early age, that places have a spirit. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Schlote, ‘Interview’, n. pag.)

Women of Sand and Myrrh ends with each character engrossed in her own problems: Suha returns to Lebanon; Susan is trying to find a way to stay; Tamr is negotiating her way through the system; and Nur is still desperate to get her passport from her husband in order to gain her freedom. 
In the next section, a reading of the reception of Women of Sand and Myrrh will be presented in an attempt to show that, as a cultural artefact, the novel has met Western readers’ expectations of representations of the Middle East. A body of criticism will be examined which is mainly non-academic writings from newspapers and book reviews which appeared both at the time of the English publication of the novel in 1991 and in the period post-9/11. Though some Arab reviews will be cited to give a glimpse of the Arab reception of the novel in 1988, the main interest centres around the Western reception because it is necessary to examine how a ‘travelling text’ meets the cultural and political constraints of the community to which it travels.


Different Receptions of Women of Sand and Myrrh

How does one represent other cultures? What is another culture? Is the notion of a distinct culture (or race, or religion, or civilization) a useful one, or does it always get involved either in self-congratulation (when one discusses one’s own) or hostility and aggression (when one discusses the ‘other’)? Do cultural, religious, and racial differences matter more than socio-economic categories, or politicohistorical ones? (emphasis original; Said, Orientalism 325-326) 


Fourteen years after the publication of the English translation of Women of Sand and Myrrh for Anglo-American readership, the novel is still remembered for the publicity it generated at the time of its release. Women of Sand and Myrrh secured the novelist a solid reputation among other contemporary writers. Al-Shaykh received praise and admiration from the prominent intellectual Edward Said, who appreciated the novel for its ‘breathtakingly frank and technically difficult’ literary style. He added that Western feminists should respond to other women writers and not just the ‘over-exposed’ Nawal El-Saadawi (Said, ‘Tragically’, n. pag.). Al-Shaykh’s novel was reviewed by critics in major newspapers in London, Canada, the United States, France, and Australia. The Guardian, The Independent, The Toronto Star and The San Francisco Chronicle are just a few of those concerned. An internet search also reveals some useful sources of information about Al-Shaykh and her novels. These include reviews, interviews, and articles. Al-Shaykh’s inclusion in the Western world is not confined to publications and bookshops: her novels are taught on several Western degree programmes in areas such as postcolonial literature, gender studies, and Middle Eastern studies. Women of Sand and Myrrh was adapted for the theatre and appeared in the Ashtar Theatre in Palestine in 1999 (‘Experimental Theatre Women of Sand and Myrrh’, n. pag.). It was also incorporated in a list of Western books which the Columbus Dispatch critic Bill Eichenberger suggested gave an ‘insight into the Middle East’ in the aftermath of 9/11 (Eichenberger, n. pag.). Western and Arab responses to the novel varied. The Arabic novel Misk al-Ghazal, once it had been transformed into Women of Sand and Myrrh, was shaped within the cultural and political reception of the new culture. The main interest here is to show how reading communities actually read certain texts, how the reading process itself is governed by the time and the geopolitical space of the text, and how readers reconstruct cultures. As a result, whatever Al-Shaykh intends to convey becomes less important than what the readers may find in her novels. Readers receive, encode, decode and circulate Al-Shaykh’s words, each according to his/her political and cultural agendas (Hall, ‘Encoding, Decoding’ 90). Finally, the way in which the novel meets the demands and the pressures of a Western market through its fixed representations of Arab women will also be explored.


Western Receptions of Women of Sand and Myrrh

Of course the West will describe me as an exotic writer! Coming from the tradition of One Thousand and One Nights, the harem, here I am an Arab woman supposedly oppressed, supposedly even prevented from holding a pen and writing. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.)

I think misunderstanding comes from ignorance and not being aware of important differences rather than from being prejudiced. What bothers me is that people, whether in the West or the East, don’t try to take the time to understand other’s cultures. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.)

Prior to examining the politics of reception in Al-Shaykh’s novel, I would like to draw on the recent story of Rania Al-Baz, the Saudi newscaster who was brutally beaten (indeed, almost killed) by her husband. At the time the story resonated with different contexts of reception. Substantial coverage was given in the media to this shocking story. Al-Baz was interviewed extensively on radio and television and in the newspapers in Saudi Arabia and the West. Rumours in the West about her escape from Saudi Arabia were highlighted as the heroic escape of a victim of an oppressive Islamic state. She was even encouraged by a French publisher to write her story, entitled ‘Distorted’ (‘Saudi Journalist’, n. pag.), to expose ‘a wall of silence about domestic violence’ (Vulliamy, n. pag.) taking place in her country. Oprah Winfrey, in her American television show, used the story to compare the lives of successful Western women to the wretched lives of Arab women, taking Al-Baz as one example. Issues in Saudi Arabia other than those of domestic violence were raised by the media: the religious and social structure of Saudi Arabia, divorce, child custody and the suffering of women behind ‘the mask of Saudi religious dogmatism’ (Vulliamy, n. pag.).
In a letter published on the Internet, Essam Al-Ghalib exposed the Oprah Winfrey Show. The story of Al-Baz was incongruously included for political reasons in an episode which celebrated examples of happy and successful women from all over the world. Al-Ghalib suggested that Winfrey used ‘the usual unfair and uninformed diatribe that American audiences love to hear about how miserable Saudi women are and how free and happy American women are’ to present the oppression and the brutality which Al-Baz was subject to as normal practices in Saudi Arabia (Al-Ghalib, n. pag.). Al-Baz’s statement that wife-beating is a practice rejected in Islam, and that what happened to her could not in any sense be taken as representing her country or religion, was completely ignored on the show. 
The story of Al-Baz is cited here in order to illustrate the way in which stereotypes about other countries and cultural groupings are fed, and to show how one extreme case of violence (examples of which occur every day against women the world over) can be used to promote certain cultural and political ideologies and, in turn, to condemn a whole nation. Al-Baz’s story shows how the context of reception influences the understanding of events: the political implications change from one cultural context to another. Such a story is an excellent example of the way that popular American audiences in particular are encouraged to interpret global events by the media, which has been known to intrude upon individuals’ lives for the sake of political aims or promotional gain. This exemplifies Fish’s theory of different ‘interpretive communities’. Whether it is in the West or in the Arab world, the reception environment is further categorized by the cultural and historical contexts of different groups within the same communities. In other words, the way that, for instance, Americans might respond to Al-Baz’s story might be different from the way Arab-Americans might respond to it.
Women of Sand and Myrrh travelled through Catherine Cobham’s translation from its Arab environment to the West. The popularity of Women of Sand and Myrrh springs from the novel’s highly charged subjects which provide rich material for an analysis of Arab culture. In spite of the fact that Al-Shaykh denies that her novels are political or are read politically (qtd. in Schwartz, n. pag.), it seems that, like Atwood, and in line with Fish’s theory, which challenges the writer’s role in having power over the text, she is unable to control the way that her novels are consumed, developed or understood. 
In ‘Traveling Theory’, Edward Said suggests that ‘the movement of ideas and theories from one place to another is both a fact of life and a usefully enabling condition of intellectual activity’ (Said, The World 226). Said identifies four stages through which theories, ideas or texts travel. These involve the processes of ‘birth’ at a specific point of origin, a ‘passage’ through which the text travels, conditions of acceptance, and the allocation of the text to its new receiving location. (Said, The World 226-7). Said  explains that ‘no reading is neutral or innocent, and by the same token every text and every reader is to some extent the product of a theoretical standpoint, however implicit or unconscious such a standpoint may be’ (Said, The World 241). He goes on to suggest that ‘a set of conditions’ governs the incorporation of ideas within a new culture, and that ‘to some extent [these theories, texts or ideas are] transformed by its new uses, its new position in a new time and place’ (Said, The World 227).  Indeed, the politics of reception in relation to an Arab text ‘travelling’ to the West will be constrained by readers’ predefined political and cultural situations.
Reviews posted on the Amazon.com site after 9/11, for example, ranged between those which offered cultural criticism of the Arab world (and of Arab women in particular) and those which condemned the novel because it confirmed ‘the ideas and misconceptions which are so prevalent today’ about Arabs (Zegers, n. pag.). One review appreciated the ‘new perspective on the lives that most likely remain mysterious’ for the Western reader (Bursey, n. pag.). This review emphasises the exoticism embedded in the novel, but condemns its tendency to stereotype Arab women and its failure as literature because of this stereotyping. In another politically conscious review, the reviewer reflects on the ‘mystery’ obscuring the lives of Arab women and praises the novel as it 
reveals the hidden depths of life behind the veil […] East and West, Islam and the rest of the world. Any one who dares enter here ventures far beyond the politically correct, when it comes to female sexuality and lies, secrets, silences, customs, and intuition. (‘Things You Can’t Learn’, n. pag.) 

Some of the newspaper reviews (which, incidentally, predate the 9/11 events) convey a similar perspective on the representations of Muslim women. The question of the Islamic veil is discussed in detail in a 1991 article in The Toronto Star (Dineen, n. pag.). Al-Shaykh’s views on women’s veiling and her reasons for writing Women of Sand and Myrrh are also explored. These views reveal that Al-Shaykh, who sees in the veil a symbol of oppression, felt a sense of sadness because modern women are returning to it. In this regard, Al-Shaykh’s ideological outlook is similar to the views held in the West about the veil. In an article published in The Times in 1990, Geraldine Bedell cites examples of Arab Muslim women who are well-known in the West either because they are married to Westerners or were educated in Western institutions. The article opens by quoting Rana Kabbani, a Muslim Cambridge graduate married to an English writer, saying that Kabbani has ‘every right to feel schizophrenic: she is a successful woman, and a Muslim’ (Bedell, n. pag.). Bedell explains that the reason for this supposed contradiction is the common Western view that Muslim women are ‘kept from schools, […] instructed not to look men in the eye, married off before they can get jobs, and quite possibly even circumcised’. However, Bedell’s insistence on citing examples of Muslim women who either decided to convert or adopted a secular mindset remains persistent in its prejudice. She mentions Al-Shaykh as another example of a Muslim woman who is successful in the West, and quotes the author’s vision of Islam that being a devoted Muslim would prevent a woman from succeeding in a secular world. Such a world is, from an Islamic point of view, comprised entirely of activities prohibited to women. For Al-Shaykh, Islam is ‘a very sad religion, full of weeping and wailing’ (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Bedell, n. pag.). Kabbani’s view of Islam is defensive, and suggests that the problem for women is not with Islam itself, but in practices conducted in the name of Islam. Al-Shaykh, on the other hand, reveals her relationship with the religion to be one based on apprehension. The problem with articles like Bedell’s is that they not only influence the reception context, but also intensify prejudice against Islam by further essentializing Muslim women. Indeed, these reviews do not, of course, represent the views of all Western readers. In spite of the danger of using these sources, my aim is mainly to explore how everyday readers experience and consume books that travel from the Middle East into the West.
One review posted on the Amazon site stresses the cultural differences which assign a superior status to Western women over Arab women, confirming Mary John’s explanation that ‘just what arrives in other places is itself a product of the relations of power and marginality that structure the circulation of knowledge’ (John 69-70). Though aware that what happens in the Middle East could also occur in the West, the reviewer writes that the novel is ‘extremely disturbing […] at least to a woman who was born and raised in the United States after 1969,’ and adds that she ‘imagine[s] this novel should leave a person thinking how lucky she is to be living someplace other than the Middle East’ (Adora, n. pag.). She also draws attention to the similarities between Women of Sand and Myrrh and The Handmaid’s Tale, stating that, ‘I was reminded of The Handmaid’s Tale… it’s not hard to imagine your own world becoming very similar to the one Hanan describes’ (Adora, n. pag.). With such interpretations, Women of Sand and Myrrh becomes a reductive analysis of the oppressive nature of Arab societies, instead of the reading I would give in which the novel constitutes a recognition of the possibility of change in the social position of Arab women, represented through the narratives of Suha and Tamr. 
It is not only the essentialised view of Arab women that adds to the complexity of Women of Sand and Myrrh. In fact, it can be argued that Al-Shaykh’s choice of an exotic setting is as problematic as the position of the women in the novel. Keeping her Arabian desert anonymous serves two purposes for Al-Shaykh. On the one hand, it allows her to express her political critique without pointing accusations at any specific Arab country. On the other hand, it keeps her reviewers speculating extensively about this mysterious country. In a review in The Economist, Al-Shaykh’s experience in the Gulf is mentioned and, writing from a politically charged viewpoint, the reviewer states that the ‘hypocrisy’ that exists in the ‘unnamed society can only be [in] Saudi Arabia’ (‘Looking for Mahfouz’, n. pag.). The reviewer sees in the novel the ‘corrupting influence’ of Saudi Arabia, a view reflected in the author’s language which is full of bias against a country politically scrutinized for its religious beliefs. 
Through this ‘travelling’ process, Women of Sand and Myrrh has been assimilated into Western ideologies because of the conceptions of Arab women that it entertains. In spite of the fact that Al-Shaykh tries to challenge some Western misconceptions regarding Arab women, especially through the narratives of Suha and Tamr, it is partly the ‘reading community’ of contemporary readers who overlook Al-Shaykh’s promotion of the image of empowered Arab women. An example of this occurs in Tamr’s challenging regulations when going into a bank: ‘I was probably the first woman to cross its threshold, but women went into shops and stores. […] Who was going to stop me?’ Another instance is Nur’s disguising herself in her husband’s robe and headcloth to venture on a daring walk at night: ‘I could still see myself panting along the street’ (Women 104, 239). These are two incidents in which the defiance of women has not been considered relevant. Instead, the novel is judged through predominant stereotypes of Oriental women who, according to Said, ‘are usually the creatures of a male power-fantasy’ (Said, Orientalism 207). The Western reception of Al-Shaykh’s novel, as these reviews suggest, can be categorised as a reductive reception of Arab women through the concepts of religion and patriarchy. It is also a harsh critique of political and religious institutions in some Arab countries and the ‘mysteriously exotic’ Oriental Arabia. These varying interpretations make the novel a rich treat for Western consumption. Newspapers and readers’ reviews have reinforced this dominant Western discourse. As Said points out, the new Western discourse, recognisable from the nineteenth century onwards, operates on a system of power that sees in the orient a backward ‘other’ in need of ‘western attention, reconstruction, [and] even redemption’ (Said, Orientalism 206). In terms of the role of women, this construct is indeed problematic as it has helped to establish an image of one Arab country as oppressive to women and has contributed significantly to the way that Al-Shaykh’s novel has been received. 
Women of Sand and Myrrh is not the only novel by Al-Shaykh which reinforces the cultural misrepresentation of Arab life, and which has been interpreted by Western reading communities as the product of an oppressive Islam. Her previous novel, The Story of Zahra (1980) and her latest, Only in London (2001), have encountered similar responses. The reviews they received emphasise the subjective nature of a reader’s response which, according to Said, is ‘constrained and acted upon by society, by cultural traditions, by worldly circumstance’ (Said, Orientalism 201). Alix Coleman, for example, suggested that reading The Story of Zahra ‘would certainly change the mind of anyone thinking of converting to Islam’ (Coelman, n. pag.). Only in London received similarly cynical critiques, with David Shukman commenting that the novel presents the ‘wacky world [of] Arabs sticking together in a city where they can behave in ways unimaginable back home’ (Shukman, n. pag.).
Shirley Saad’s review of Only in London begins with a description of the character of Amira, the Moroccan prostitute, and her life in London. The same review perceives religion as superficial and is set against a background of prostitution, explaining how Amira’s mother rejects her daughter’s money, only to start a religious cleansing process the minute Amira leaves (Saad, n. pag.). Such reviews not only confirm some Western political and ethnocentric perspectives, but also widen further the gap of cultural misunderstanding.
Indeed, this reception cannot be separated from the demands of popular Western publishing and marketing. Meeting these demands is a constant pressure facing Arab writers living in the West. In his study of the global face of postcolonialism, Huggan outlines the ‘global commodification of cultural difference’, in which Western markets turn Third World writers and their worlds into a commodity to sell Oriental exotic myths and stereotypes to Western consumers (Huggan, The Postcolonial vii). Postcolonialism is a ‘value-regulating mechanism’ which assimilates codes of exchange and consumption according to the demands of the global market (Huggan, The Postcolonial 6). Huggan criticises postcolonialism because of its positioning of the culture of the ‘other’ through the ‘mystification’ and ‘fetishism’ by the Western mainstream (Huggan, The Postcolonial 18). From Huggan’s perspective, places, objects and people from other cultures are not naturally ‘exotic’ or ‘unfamiliar’, but are consumed as commodities which travel as the imaginary exotic representations of other cultures (Huggan, The Postcolonial 13). Thus, exoticism and fetishism become a means of emphasising the cultural differences of others, a way of ‘manufacturing otherness’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 13). Huggan explains ‘Fetishism plays a crucial role in colonialist fantasy structures, which draw on the relationship between the exotic and the erotic to set up narratives of desire […] the culturally “othered” body’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 18). 
Though Huggan’s study does not focus specifically on Arab writers, most of his arguments are applicable to such writers publishing in the West. He argues that ‘exoticism is effectively repoliticised, redeployed both to unsettle metropolitan expectations of cultural otherness and to effect a grounded critique of differential relations of power’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial ix-x). Huggan’s concept of ‘exoticism’ can be traced in the narrative of Suha, where the desert is taken as an exotic, mysterious location that hides within it the free realms of sexuality. This reflects the fetishistic representation of Arab women as submissive objects offering sexual entertainment behind the closed doors of the harem. While visiting her Gulf-born friend, Nur, Suha finds herself surrounded by an Orientalist exotic setting that stimulates and awakens her senses. ‘Semiotic markers of Orientalism’, according to Huggan, construct exotic Oriental settings. Moreover, a contradictory mixture of tradition and modernity colours such places (Huggan, ‘The Postcolonial’ 27). Suha comments on how Nur’s house is a mixture of abayas (long cloaks) coloured veils, jewellery, incense, Oriental cooking, and a mixture of French and Arab perfumes, Arab music, and henna (Women 40-41). Through this extravaganza of Oriental images, the Western reader is invited to enter into a world of ‘cultural difference’. As Huggan states, the literary text available for a metropolitan reader becomes an ‘anthropological exotic’ which 
describes a mode of both perception and consumption; it invokes the familiar aura of other, incommensurably ‘foreign’ cultures while appearing to provide a modicum of information that gives the uninitiated reader access to the text, and, by extension, the ‘foreign culture’ itself. (Huggan, The Postcolonial 37)

The extensive use of exoticism saturates the appetite and inflames the senses, guaranteeing both the novel’s enduring appeal and its marketability. As Huggan explains, irrespective of publishers’ agendas, exoticism and the exotic ‘other’ sell widely in the First World (Huggan, ‘The Postcolonial’ 26). 
For the Western reader, then, the ‘gaze’ projected at the ‘exotic cultural other’ provides an ‘escape’ from ‘the realities of society’ (Huggan, ‘The Postcolonial’ 26). Huggan is concerned primarily with writers such as Salman Rushdie, V.S. Naipaul, and Hanif Kureishi, yet his description equally fits Al-Shaykh’s novel. In a similar context to Huggan’s exoticism, Reina Lewis asserts that the harem also sells books: 
There is no denying it – as a topic, the harem sold books. From the eighteenth century on, whether you wrote about living in one, visiting one, or escaping from one, any book that had anything to do with the harem sold. Publishers knew it, booksellers knew it, readers knew it and authors knew it […] they cannily entitled their books with the evocative words ‘harem,’ ‘Turkish,’ ‘Arabian’ or ‘princess,’ and pictured themselves in veils and yashmaks on the front cover. (Lewis 12)

 In spite of Al-Shaykh’s insistence that she writes for an Arab audience (she publishes, after all, in Arabic in the first place), her defence is often ignored, and some critics accuse her of writing for the West (Al-Shaykh, Telephone Interview). In her essay ‘The Perils of Occidentalism’, Jenine Dallal argues that the interest in Third World literary translations is by no means a representation of a Western audience that takes notice of Arab literature and culture. Dallal critiques both Nawal El-Saadawi and Hanan Al-Shaykh for what she defines as the ‘phenomenon of writing for translation’, suggesting that both writers work with Western audiences in mind, giving them the kind of cultural critique that they expect to hear of Arabs (Dallal, n. pag.). 
Contrasting two passages from Women of Sand and Myrrh, Dallal contends that Al-Shaykh has intentionally included elaborate details about Islamic culture and traditions to help Western readers’ comprehension. For example, Suha in Women of Sand and Myrrh clarifies why ‘the (imported) soft toys and dolls had all been destroyed’ by the authorities: ‘every one that was meant to be a human being or animal or bird [was confiscated] since it was not permissible to produce distortions of God’s creatures’ (Woman 13). Dallal states ’this explanation of a particular interpretation of Islam (or outright fabrication, as most Arab Muslims would believe) used by the Gulf regimes would need no explanation for Arab audiences’ (Dallal, n. pag.). On the other hand, reciprocal details about Western culture are not provided for Arab readers. Dallal explains that when the narrator refers to ‘Barbie dolls and Snoopies and Woodstocks’ (Woman 13), these are ‘left with no explanation’ (Dallal, n. pag.).
Dallal’s viewpoint about a particular type of interest in Arab literature seems invalid as many books on Arab culture have been received with great interest. However, this interest has increased considerably since the 9/11 attacks. The intensified Western attention that the Middle East has received is evident in the large number of books on the Middle East that have been published and translated post-9/11. The Amazon browser, for example, is useful as it gives an idea of the increasing interest in books about the Middle East, women and Islam. Books such as Princess: The True Story of Life Behind the Veil in Saudi Arabia (1994), and Daughters of Arabia (1995) by Jean Sasson; Nine Parts of Desire: The Hidden World of Islam (1995) by Geraldine Brooks and What Every American Should Know about the Middle East (2008) by Melissa Rossi and M. L. Rossi are just a few examples. Many of these books explore controversial issues in the Arab world, such as fundamentalist Islam, the war against terrorism, and the relationship between Middle Eastern women and the veil. Nevertheless, Dallal argues that Western readers do not want to hear about ‘Islamic apologia, socialist commentary, or perspectives on Arab woman that do not reconfirm Western stereotypes’ (Dallal, n. pag.). The problem with Dallal’s argument is that it ignores the commercial factors and the politics of reception that describe the context through which writers such as Al-Shaykh, El-Saadawi and others are received in the West. Blaming and judging Arab writers for the way they are read and represented will serve only to aggravate the cultural gap between the West and the Arab world. Whether reader or critic, it is important to keep in mind the geopolitical context in which these literary texts are produced and read. Bearing in mind Fish’s theory of the reader’s authority, the types of readers and communities addressed and the demands of the market all determine the processes of reception and consumption.  
While writers cannot control the way their texts are received, publishers seem to have some control over the marketability of texts. A contrast between the designs of the Arabic edition published by Dar Al-Adab in Beirut and the Allen and Unwin English translation reveals the way in which the publishing industry influences the critical reception process. The covers suggest that the editions address different audiences. 
The cover of the Arabic edition features a woman’s hand with red polished nails holding a bag, suggesting freedom of mobility. It seems almost to be an invitation to Arab women to partake in a carefree life with many kinds of freedom outside the private and imprisoning walls of society. In fact, this cover illustration bears no relation to the events in the novel, where women are literally imprisoned. In contrast, the English edition echoes the harem tradition: it features the image of a Bedouin woman completely covered in a black abaya (long cloak) in the foreground, with an Oriental display in the background. In the original drawing on the cover of the English novel, the transparent veil along with the golden embroidery and the dreamy eyes, invite the viewer into an exotic realm of sensuality. The cover, which plays on familiar cultural stereotypes in the representations of Arab women, offers the Western reader the chance to discover their mysteries. Such an exploitation of stereotypes serves to increase the marketability of the novel. When asked who chooses her book covers, Al-Shaykh replied that the choice was left to either her American or British publishers; she did not have much say (Al-Shaykh, Personal Interview). This commercial packaging reveals how the marketing industry places pressures on writers to succumb to what the proposed readership market is likely to demand. The book cover of the Allen and Unwin’s English edition of the novel assures the reader of an exploration into ‘the great golden cage of the desert’, promising details of the ‘perverted relations [that] necessarily exist in a state which denies women their humanity.’ It is also interesting to see, for instance, how the cover of Only in London has been designed to reflect the sexy attractive image of Londoners, whereas the cover of The Story of Zahra is very powerful with the face of a woman surrounded by bloodshed and destruction. So we should ask: How do publishers manipulate book covers to suit the demands of different Western and Arab markets? Is it possible that a well-chosen book cover attracts more buyers? As Said explains, the ‘cultural, temporal, and geographical distance’ between the Occident and the Orient is described in ‘metaphors of depth, secrecy, and sexual promise: phrases like “the veils of an Eastern bride” or “the inscrutable Orient” passed into the common language’ (Said, Orientalism 222).
My reading is that Al-Shaykh has, perhaps inevitably, been caught between Middle Eastern and Western cultures, a cross-cultural positioning that has been misunderstood. Nevertheless, Al-Shaykh’s literary significance is clear: she has a transnational role as a mediator between cultures. She is conscious of the Western publishing industry’s objectives, amongst which is the interest in her novels because of the marketability of their Arab subjects and themes. She is also aware that living as an Arab woman writer in the West adds to the complexity of her position. The problem is that for some, such as Dallal, it is difficult to believe Al-Shaykh’s claims that her concern is not to expose Arab culture to the West. It is often thought that she is a novelist who demeans Arabs and their traditional values and is writing for a Western readership. Al-Shaykh has protested against these accusations and, though distressed by them, sees that her career as a literary writer will be endangered if she stops writing about Arab concerns (Al-Amir 90). Furthermore, she appreciates that the translation of her novels helps to secure the recognition of her work in the West. However, Al-Shaykh is still conscious of the fact that, because of translation, she may have been deprived of other advantages such as an appreciation of the themes of her novels as intended in the original language (Al-Amir 90). 







The Arab Reception of Misk al-Ghazal

No reading is innocent or without presuppositions. (Eagleton 77)


During the 1980s, criticising the Arab Gulf States was fraught with difficulty, particularly if the criticism came from a woman. Hanan Al-Shaykh took this risk. Living in the Gulf with her husband and meticulously noting all the practices and traditions shaping the pattern of human relationships around her, Al-Shaykh used her pen in a daring political act of defiance. She directed this defiance towards political and religious institutions in a bold and direct style, and with frankness similar to that of Nawal El-Saadawi. Invading the traditional women’s sphere, Al-Shaykh brought the private into the public (as she had done with her previous novel The Story of Zahra). In doing so, she demystified the enigma that circled the life of Saudi Arabian women and exposed the hypocritical practices which dominated desert life. 
Misk al-Ghazal was the first novel to criticise the Gulf States. It wrote of the desert from a feminist perspective and inspired a number of reviewers to contemplate the oppressive situation of Arab women. The Arab reception of Misk al-Ghazal congratulated Al-Shaykh not only for her audacity in unveiling this culturally specific and enclosed environment, but also for exploring the realities of women’s sexuality. Al-Shaykh had directed Arab readers’ attention to the taboo realm of sexuality and gender oppression. The issue of sexuality has a wider echo in the Arab world: it is still considered controversial for a woman writer to speak about such sensitive and private topics, and the Arab reception focused on this context. In contrast, sexuality, and even the lesbian affair between Suha and Nur, did not prompt much comment in the West. Though some reviewers mentioned the lesbian relationship as the previous section has shown, other aspects of the novel were prioritised.
In Annaqid, Sharbel Dagger applauds Al-Shaykh’s powerful confessional style, the smoothness of the narrative, and her sensitive and translucent feminist reading of the desert world (62-63). (These are Arabic sources. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Arabic sources in this thesis are mine). In another review, the critic Yousef observes that Al-Shaykh’s literary achievement lies in the advancement she gave to Arab feminist discourse through the realistic portrayal of female characters (Yousef 53). Liana Bader’s review in Le Monde Diplomatique questions the marginalization of men in women’s lives; she sees that the strict segregation between men and women, as set in the novel, leads to an unbalanced and unhealthy relationship which eventually brings other social dilemmas (Bader 6). Bader remarks that this segregation is the result of cultural ignorance about the integral role women play in Arab societies (Bader 6).  
These critics appreciate Al-Shaykh’s treatment and exposure of women’s oppression. Though their reviews represent some of their political views about some Arab countries, they concentrate mainly on a celebration of Al-Shaykh as a novelist who has the courage to challenge what is considered to be the norm in women’s writings. Furthermore, though Al-Shaykh places her characters in a nameless Gulf State, none of the Arab reviews pointed to Saudi Arabia as the Arab country under criticism in the novel. 
The Arab response to Misk al-Ghazal reflected for the most part the gender norms that are dominant in Arab societies, which traditionally require social separation between men and women. With Al-Shaykh’s frank handling of sexuality, the novel was read as an outcry against a culture that had suffered from sexual oppression, patriarchal discrimination and gender inequality for a very long time. While Iman Al-Ghafari discusses lesbianism in the Arabic novel among which she discusses Women of Sand and Myrrh, Nathem Odeh observes that Al-Shaykh is one of the few Arab women writers who accepts a diversity of sexualities and has the courage to rise above cultural taboos by discussing lesbianism and bisexuality openly (Odeh, n. pag.). Odeh recognises that lesbianism and bisexuality do of course exist in Arab countries, and are not merely the constructions of Al-Shaykh’s imagination. What is more, he insists that alternative sexualities are viewed as taboos only because of the political and social factors that imprison and constrain women (Odeh, n. pag.). 


Media Production and the Celebrity Face of the Novelist:
 The Case of Margaret Atwood

With a wide international readership, it is not just Atwood’s novels that have been re-read to meet the political and cultural demands of the time. Atwood herself has been allocated a special place, and her public image has attracted extraordinary attention. As a result of Atwood’s recognition, several scholars have considered that her visibility deserves investigation in its own right. Among these scholars, Graham Huggan explains what he perceives as the ‘Atwood phenomenon’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 211). He relates the success of the ‘Atwood industry’ to a number of factors that has made her an institution of ‘celebrity glamour’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 207). Huggan points out that Atwood’s ‘factfile is impressive’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 209). Her hard work, persistence, malleability and well-marketed self-image, her international image as a translator and interpreter of Canadian culture, and her image as ‘a global spokesperson-activist for feminist issues’ are among the reasons that have fuelled her public presence and eventually led to her literary stardom (Huggan, The Postcolonial 209, 214). While Huggan does not underestimate Atwood’s exceptional literary skill, he argues that Atwood and her work cannot survive without the material processes that feed on the ‘Atwood industry’, and which bring benefit and profit equally for academics and publishing houses. It is the ‘global image-making machinery that has helped turn Atwood into national icon and cultural celebrity’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 210). Drawing on the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s theories, Huggan argues that besides the material processes of production, circulation and consumption, the symbolic circumstances of ‘recognition, prestige and, occasionally, celebrity’ bring a writer to the position of a literary star (Huggan, The Postcolonial 212). Huggan concludes that ‘media technology might succeed in […] turning national icons into global celebrities’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 227).
Similarly, Lorraine York in ‘Biography/autobiography’ traces Atwood as a ‘star text’ (York 29). Atwood constantly negotiates and intervenes in media presentations of her image. As a result she is in full control of her ever-changing images in the media. With her prolific political interests, the consumption of Atwood results in aligning her with different camps: ‘feminists, environmentalists, nationalists, [and] members of the middle-class’ (York 29). But, York states, it is not just these associations attributed to Atwood that have led to her success: her rejection of feminine roles and the assertiveness of her power as a writer have revolutionized the relationship between ‘women and achievement’ and eventually led to her ‘star image’ (York 30). A complex set of forces governs the ‘star-audience’ relationship. These forces, which York identifies as ‘identification, attraction, discomfort, hostility, and every response in between’, create a tangled web of acceptance or opposition towards the writer (York 31). That is why responses to Atwood have varied substantially, from Atwood ‘the Monster and the Magician’ to Atwood ‘the Mother’ (York 32). Al-Shaykh, whose image will be discussed in the next part, has been stage-managed to be presented as a spokeswoman of her Arab culture. By contrast, Atwood is conscious of the media industry and is able to control various narratives of her public images. Her website, as York notes, provides a source of power ‘disseminating counter-information’ that combats information which might distort the star’s image (York 32).
Circulating within global media representations, Atwood, according to Susanne Becker, is capable of meeting the demands of the ‘publicity machine and the media business with superiority, dignity, and generosity’ (Becker 29). Becker sees that media (mis)representations of Atwood, and her attempts to counter these media images, create a complex tension whereby she negotiates the ‘possibility’ and the ‘curse’ of celebrity. In contrast to York, who notes that Atwood is in control of her media images, Becker argues that Atwood is using the media but at the same time she is used by it (Becker 31). Atwood has been using these media images to transcend Canada’s national borders. As Coral Ann Howells states, Atwood’s project has been that of ‘translating Canada, mapping its geography, its history of European exploration and settlement, its literary and artistic heritage, and its cultural myths’ (Howells, Margaret Atwood 10). Starting from her homeland, Atwood has flourished to become ‘a popular spokesperson for Canada around the world’ (Howells, Cambridge 3), an active transnational diplomat.


The New Schehrazade Hanan Al-Shaykh: Riding the Celebrity Wave 

Writing for publication abroad can be a heroic act of resistance against censorship and an affirmation of global values against local parochialism; yet it can also be only a further stage in the levelling process of a spreading global consumerism. (Damrosch 18)

What happens to us after we go West? (John 11)


Al-Shaykh’s voyage to fame began a year after the end of the UN International Decade of Women in 1985. Quartet publishers introduced her to the Western world at the first International Feminist Book Fair in London in 1986, with her first novel The Story of Zahra. This centres on the deterioration in Zahra’s life set against the horrors of the civil war in Lebanon (M. Cooke, Women Claim 2). The publication of her second novel Women of Sand and Myrrh was a major success. The novel was short-listed by Publishers Weekly as one of the fifty best books published in 1992. As a result of this success, a tour was arranged for Al-Shaykh to promote her novel in the United States. This, according to Amal Amireh, was the first of its kind undertaken by any Arab writer (Amireh, ‘Publishing West’, n. pag.). Al-Shaykh claims that the West has seen in her the ‘New Schehrazade’ (Al-Amir 90).
The growth of Western interest in Al-Shaykh as a writer was a consequence of the publicity that accompanied the publication of these two translated novels. At the time of the publication of The Story of Zahra in France, it won its author the Elle Award (Al-Shaykh, Telephone Interview). Women of Sand and Myrrh was translated into twenty-one languages and sixteen thousand copies were printed in Australia, with double this number in the United States (Al-Shaykh, Telephone Interview). Her novels have been translated into several European languages. As a result, more prestigious firms such as Anchor House, Bloomsbury, and Chatto and Windus in London, and Allen and Unwin in Australia have become interested in publishing her novels. 
Al-Shaykh’s novels were translated into English shortly after their publication in Arabic. For instance, Only in London, which was short-listed for the Independent Foreign Fiction Prize in 2002, was published by Dar Al-Adab in Beirut in 2000. This was followed by Catherine Cobham’s English translation in 2001. The Arabic and English editions of Al-Shaykh’s novels have been reprinted several times. For example, The Story of Zahra, through which Western critics have found an opportunity to condemn Arab publishing houses and Arab regimes for their strict censorship, was, ironically, reprinted in a fourth edition in the Arab world. The last was issued by Dar Al-Adab in Beirut in 2004. Only one recent novel, Imra’atãn ‘alá Shãti’ al-Bahr (Two Women on the Beach) did not receive enough attention from critics to be translated from Arabic. Al-Shaykh’s latest work is a memoir about the life of her mother, Kamila. My Life: An Extended Narrative (Hikayati Sharhun Yatoul) was published by Dar Al-Adab in 2005. The English translation was by the distinguished Roger Allen, who revealed that he was encouraged to translate the memoir after being approached by Al-Shaykh herself because he liked the story so much (Allen, Email to the translator).
Of course, the rising interest in the literature of Arab women writers was not confined to Hanan Al-Shaykh. The prolific attention directed towards contemporary Arab women writers and their work coincided with the UN International Decade of Women from 1975 to 1985 (Amireh, ‘Publishing West’, n. pag.). But, most importantly, a recent renewal of attention was brought about by political events such as the 9/11 attacks. The literary production of Arab women writers, and in particular the oppression of Arab women living under the supposed misogyny of Islam, has become an arena for criticism of Islam. Mohja Kahf and Fatima Mernissi give good historical and literary views of Muslim women’s representations in the West. ‘Third World’ writers such as Hanan Al-Shaykh, Nawal El-Saadawi, Salman Rushdie, Fadia Faqir, and Ahdaf Soueif are voices celebrated in the First World, not for their ‘cultural diversity’, but for what Chandra Mohanty defines as their ‘third-world-difference’ (Mohanty, ‘Under Western’ 63). Mohanty questions the motives of Western feminists’ inclusion of Third World women in mainstream academia. For her, Western feminists and their texts implement the colonial agenda that labels ‘Third World woman as a singular monolithic subject’ (Mohanty, ‘Under Western’ 61). Françoise Lionnet asks how a Third World woman writer can express herself within a ‘global system (of knowledge, of representation, of capital) within which her narratives are inevitably inscribed, yet not fully contained?’ (Lionnet 3) Lionnet goes on to point out the ‘paratextual apparatus’ that determines the marketability and the acceptance of Third World women (Lionnet 3). This complex structure has neither changed nor challenged the hierarchal power on its pre-conceived notions of Third World women. 
Other scholars have been apprehensive regarding the inclusion of Third World literatures within Western academia. For Jenny Sharpe, this inclusion within British English departments is an effort to ‘reshape British literature in the same way that the canon of American literature was transformed by the introduction of racial minority literatures’ (J. Sharpe 116). Amal Amireh remarks that ‘historically, the West’s interest in Arab women is part of its interest in and hostility to Islam’; she notes that the ‘colonial project’, the 1979 ‘Iranian Revolution’ and the ‘fixation on the veil’ intensified Western awareness of the Arab world (Amireh, ‘Publishing West’, n. pag.). Amal Amireh and Lisa Majaj argue that creating a place for Third World women writers within Western academia is an attempt to adapt Third World women’s discourses to ‘local agendas’ (Amireh and Majaj 3). For Amireh and Majaj, market operations interfere in determining which Third World texts are chosen to appeal to Western readers; the whole relationship between First World and Third World is thus one based on a hierarchy of power. The suggestion that ‘cultural flow from the peripheries to the center is still governed by the balance in power relations governing First World/Third World interactions’ is central to their argument (Amireh and Majaj 3). Third World women writers, according to Amireh and Majaj, are received largely as anthropological and sociological informants who present Western readers with ‘a glimpse into the oppression of Third World Women’; they are rarely appreciated for their aesthetic fictional modes (Amireh and Majaj 7). When I asked Catherine Cobham, as a translator of Hanan Al-Shaykh’s novels, if the translation process helps to change or eliminate misrepresentations of a culture, she replied that reading literature enables people to ‘identify imaginatively with characters and lose some of their preconceptions’. Yet Cobham agrees with Amireh and Majaj, who argue that ‘instead of being received and read as literature […] Third World women’s literary texts have been viewed primarily as sociological treatises’ (7). Cobham states that some literary texts are often ‘read as anthropological and sociological kinds of textbooks’ (Cobham, Email to the translator). The issue, which has always been overlooked when it comes to the literary production of Arab women writers is the literariness of the texts included. It is true that, partly because of the subjects raised, this literary production has found its way into Western academia. However, Al-Shaykh has succeeded largely because of the quality of her work and its ability to transcend cultural, gender, and national boundaries in both the Arab world and the West. 
Given the publicity her work has received, a study of the politics of reception should take into consideration not only Al-Shaykh’s novel, but also her representation among Arab women writers by readers in the West. The following section will examine the context through which Western readers have perceived Al-Shaykh’s public image. Two other Arab women writers, Fadia Faqir and Nawal El-Saadawi, will also be referred to. It will be argued that, because of their complex location, these writers have been allocated an authoritative authorial position that simultaneously defines and constrains their public images, in what Trinh T. Minh-ha defines as ‘the voice of difference’ (Minh-ha, ‘Difference’ 14).


Selling, Reading, and Consuming Arab Women Writers and the Image of 
Al-Shaykh

I think I came at the right time and the right place. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.)


Joseph Zeidan draws attention to a ‘phenomenon’ recently observed among Arab women writers. He argues that having the writers’ photographs on the back cover of their novels is a ‘problematic’ practice, confessing that he does not see the reason for including these headshots. In spite of his personal view, Zeidan does admit that such a practice ‘at least testifies to the publishers’ confidence that making female authorship obvious would not hurt the sale of the books’ (Zeidan 6). In a similar vein, Pascale Ghazaleh argues that Al-Shaykh’s image; her fluffy hair, mysterious smile, ‘knowing, amused and detached looks’ and ‘luminous eyes’ is ‘too good a marketing device to resist: a beautiful woman, writing about women’s oppression in the Arab world. How could the audience not turn the pages, spell bound?’ (Ghazaleh, n. pag.). This process, which Huggan defines as ‘celebrity glamour’, adds some appeal to the writer, and as a result increases the writer’s marketability (Huggan, The Postcolonial 209). 
In a similar context, Gillian Whitlock’s ‘The Skin of the Burqa’ examines the marketability of, and the several interpretations associated with, the burqa. It is what she defines as the ‘soft sell’ of Afghani women’s autoethnographic texts (Whitlock 56). Whitlock notices how the dominant discourses influence the reception and the consumption of such texts, suggesting that images of Afghani women completely wrapped in burqas on the front covers of books such as My Forbidden Face, Mayada: Daughter of Iraq and Reading Lolita in Tehran: A Memoir in Books are ‘haunting’ for the Western reader, and as a result help to ensure the books sell well. One of the crucial questions Whitlock asks is ‘what are we being asked to “buy into” through Afghan life narratives?’ She draws attention to the way that the marketing industry exploits images of Muslim women for profit, rather than for the sake of understanding their cultural diversity (Whitlock 56). 
Al-Shaykh and her novels cannot be detached from either marketing conditions or the political climate. These exploit her image and introduce her as a voice coming from the Arab world. Catchy phrases which celebrate the novelist, such as ‘one of the leading contemporary Women Writers in the Arab world’ (‘Liberating London’, n. pag.), ‘a master chronicler of the modern Arab experience’, and ‘one of the most daring and controversial female writers of the Middle East to provide a panorama of the heroine’s erotic life’ (Milani 7) have placed Al-Shaykh in a situation that she herself criticises. The fact that she is aware of the context in which she has been received as a representative of the Arab world is shown in her statement that, ‘in the West, they always want somebody to be a spokeswoman, lumping everything together’ (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Smith, ‘Haunted’, n. pag.). Another example can be found in Alix Coleman’s the ‘First Person: Out of the Gun Fire into the Flak’ in The Guardian.
 Al-Shaykh’s location in the West has served this cultural representation where she is perceived by most of her readers in the West as a cultural spokeswoman writing within the confines of stereotypical representations of Arab women. This process, which Marnia Lazreg defines as ‘theatrical indigenization’ affects Al-Shaykh’s position in speaking to a Western audience. It also influences other Eastern women writers perceived as representatives of their countries, such as Nawal El-Saadawi from Egypt, Fadia Faqir from Jordan, Fatima Mernissi from Morocco, Assia Djebbar from Algeria and Azar Nafisi from Iran (Lazreg, ‘Triumphant’ 33). Lazreg defines the process of indigenization which asserts Third World women’s ‘otherness’ as:
A woman from the ‘Third World’ speaks to a ‘western’ audience as an expert, although her expertise takes a secondary role and her native outlook and origins are emphasized. In this situation, the Other woman is invited to speak ‘on’ a subject; her role is defined as that of filling in gaps or adding information about her society or culture […] the speaker […] is a ‘loaded’ subject; she carries with her historical and cultural baggage. (Lazreg, ‘Triumphant’ 33-34)
	
Thus, reading literary texts written by Arab women writers becomes a politicized process governed by cultural misconceptions. Arab women writers themselves are not appreciated for their literary merits, but for their role in their cultures and what they produce about their cultures. 
In his survey of Arab literature in translation in the West, Peter Ripken contends that topics about Islam, terrorism, and the position and role of women in Muslim societies are best-selling and quickly consumed. If an Arab book attracts the attention of a Western publisher, the probable reason is that the book has been banned by Arab governments. Books with the word ‘veil’ attract a greater readership and have better selling figures (Ripken, n. pag.). Furthermore, Ripken argues, books with the subject of ‘women in Islamic societies’ are ‘one of the cliché-ridden sales-oriented themes’ for Euro-American publishers. A recent trend directing attention towards Arab literature has, according to Ripken, been ‘Arab women writing erotic stories.’ He comments on what some Arab critics identify as a ‘European conspiracy’, in which critics blame translators for choosing certain texts on the basis that they either like these books or know their authors personally. In general, the choice of books is based on whether or not they will ‘please European tastes’ in the first instance, a criterion which will exclude a number of major Arab writers (Ripken, n. pag.). Similarly, Brian Whitaker, in The Guardian, traces the deteriorating conditions in the publication of Arab literary texts in the West. He notes that the book industry, governed by the United States and Britain, is in favour of ‘Arab feminists and political dissidents.’ While some deny that bias is the reason behind a lack of interest in Arab literature, Whitaker argues that there is a degree of complicity between both Arab and Western translators and publishers (Whitaker, n. pag.).
It goes without saying that in a competitive industry writers are obliged to compromise for the sake of recognition. An example of the complexity of Western-Middle Eastern locations that some Arab women writers have to experience and in which they are forced to compromise is seen in Fadia Faqir’s semi-autobiographical narrative included in her book Stories from the House of Songs. A writer of three novels, Nisanit 1988, Pillars of Salt 1996, and most recently My Name is Salma 2007, and a general editor of the Arab Women Writers series published by Garnet Publishers, Faqir describes her journey from the Arab world to the West in an allegorical style through the character of Shahrazad (Scheherazade is the famous Persian storyteller of The One Thousand and One Nights who escaped Shahrayar’s decision to behead her through her wit and wisdom). The story opens in Baghdad, where Shahrazad, a symbol for Arab women writers, lives. Faqir explains that Islam is the ‘predominant religion’ that ‘perceives a specific role for women which in practice places them at the bottom of the social hierarchy’ as they are equivalent to ‘chaos, anti-divine and anti-social forces’ (Faqir 51). Citing a verse from the Qur’an, she refers to Arab women’s disempowerment through segregation as evidence for her convictions. She considers men’s polygamous relationships and their right to divorce as forms of double standards that are not available to women. The story continues, as Shahrazad suffers horrendously because she is a woman living in ‘a conservative Muslim society’ (Faqir 52). No longer able to tolerate the discrimination and the lack of social, political and religious freedom, Shahrazad ‘refuses to let her song be silenced’, preferring instead to live in a state of exile in the West (Faqir 53). 
Faqir does not glorify the West. Her story includes events such as the first Gulf War. However, her perception of the Arab world is similar to that of the West: it evaluates Arab culture through the filtering of Islam and Muslim women. Faqir writes: ‘Shahrazad had no social, religious or political freedom – she was in bondage. Returning to the house of obedience before sunset prayers, she was forced to wear the veil and could not criticize the regime’ (Faqir 52). She uses her story as a criticism of the negative practices in Arab culture, without differentiating between Islam and the patriarchy and reinforcing customs that are performed in the name of Islam. 
In comparison to Al-Shaykh and Faqir, the case of El-Saadawi is very controversial as her writings are more politically orientated. ‘A fearless advocate of women’s rights’, El-Saadawi discusses controversial issues very frankly, touching upon the social, economic and political constructions of Arab societies (Allen 107). Her work has been read by an international audience, and the story of her imprisonment in 1981 during Al-Sadat’s regime is in part responsible for her claiming a prominent position among Arab women writers (Allen 107). El-Saadawi has become a symbol of women’s oppression in the Arab world, a matter which has attracted both criticism and praise, as George Tarabishi in Woman Against her Sex and Nadje Al-Ali in Gender Writing argue. 
The image of the Arab writer as a cultural representative crossing international borders empowers the writer with the quality of ‘exoticism’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 13). This image easily fits Al-Shaykh, herself an inhabitant of the ‘in-between’ cultural spaces, defined by ‘the opposite poles of strangeness and familiarity’ (Huggan, The Postcolonial 13). As an Arab, the West is likely to see in Al-Shaykh two models: a woman who escaped and challenged the deep-seated religious and cultural oppression of women, and a cultural expert who inherited a tradition that she can speak about without restraint. As has been stressed, because of Al-Shaykh’s position as an Arab woman living in the West, she has been caught up in the debate about the Western and Arab receptions of her novels. My feeling is that, despite the fact that her novels might suggest otherwise, Al-Shaykh is not willing to sacrifice a potential audience, whether in the West or the Arab world: both Western and Arab audiences are vital to her. 





I have argued in this section that, as a result of complex geopolitics, Al-Shaykh has been received in ways that do not do justice to the subtleties of her critique of both Arab and non-Arab forms of patriarchy, nor indeed to the purely literary value of her work. Al-Shaykh’s role as a transnational literary figure, interrogating the possibility of bringing the West and the Arab world into closer contact, has ultimately been marginalized.  
Within this context, it is important to take into consideration the production and the reception of literary texts as two separate processes, both of which can influence readers’ judgments of a writer. Readers bring their own agendas to literary texts. The process of literary interpretation is dependent on an interaction between readers and their geopolitical locations. This sometimes results in a reshaping of a writer’s textual message by his/her readers. However, if literature is to play a role in intercultural exchange, Arab women’s writing should be appreciated not only because of the political climates controlling relations between the West and the Arab world, nor through prejudices regarding Islam and Arab women. Arab women writers should also be valued for the aesthetic value of their texts. 
It is true that there is an unequal balance of power between the reader and the writer, because the reader’s cultural conditioning is ultimately more powerful than the writer’s attempt to complicate cultural stereotypes. Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and Al-Shaykh’s Women of Sand and Myrrh are two literary texts that have been vulnerable to polarized readings. However, as will be discussed in the following chapters, other novels by Atwood and Al-Shaykh have enjoyed cultural crossing. They have dealt with transnational feminist concerns without being narrowly received in a politicized West-Middle East context. In general, both writers have attempted to maintain the Arab-Western cultural encounter to demonstrate the relevance of feminism to transnational situations and, alternatively, to indicate the relevance of transnationalism to feminism. As explained in the introduction to this thesis, I read Atwood and Al-Shaykh as ‘transnational literary ambassadors’ who have some influence over the reception of their writings and as successful novelists. However, their influence is less than could be hoped for. Atwood certainly has more literary influence as a global celebrity than Al-Shaykh. Al-Shaykh, on the other hand, has a specific power in the current post-9/11climate. Now there is a Western desire and an Arab curiosity to hear Arab women, and especially Arab feminists, talking about their cultures. Although Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels contribute to transnational feminist connections and cross-cultural understanding, in the political context of Arab-Western relations their contributions remain partial. It is our role as readers of literary texts to strive to find grounds for cultural diversity through which channels of communication can be established, instead of concentrating on our various differences. I will close this chapter with a quote by Margaret Atwood that encapsulates the complexity of the relationship between the writer and the reader. Here, she stresses the power of the reader over the literary text: 











Nationalism and Literary Ambassadorship: Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Beirut Blues

Yet interspersed among those most committed nationals […] are a growing number of people of more varying experiences and connections. Some of them may wish to redefine the nation; place the emphasis, for example, more on the future and less on that past …Others again are in the nation but not of it. They may be the real cosmopolitans, or they are people whose nations are actually elsewhere, objects of exile or diaspora nostalgia. Or they may indeed owe a stronger allegiance to some other kind of imagined transnational community – an occupational community, a community of believers in a new faith, of adherents to a youth style. (Hannerz, Transnational 90)


	Hanan Al-Shaykh’s literature occupies an exceptionally interesting position, especially in today’s complex Western-Middle Eastern relations. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the politics of reception has disrupted her subtle efforts to critique patriarchal structures in both Arab and non-Arab societies. To some extent, the Western reception of Women of Sand and Myrrh (1991) has left Al-Shaykh in an ambiguous position. She is now seen as an Arab woman writer whose novels might risk being read for their representations of ruthless Arab men and oppressed Arab women. It is true that Al-Shaykh’s popularity in the West has enabled her to reach beyond the borders of her homeland into the broader, more cosmopolitan, world of the ‘literary diplomat’, sharing this role with writers such as Margaret Atwood, Salman Rushdie, Ahdaf Soueif and Nawal El-Saadawi. This does not mean, of course, that Al-Shaykh is read only in the West. She is equally well known among Arab readers. However, a better understanding of her cultural mission becomes obvious through examining the ways she makes these literary crossings from the Arab world to the West. Al-Shaykh explores her beliefs, values and, especially, her feminism with wit, insight and humour. Her aim, I would argue, is to demonstrate that literature can help to bring about cultural change.
This chapter and Chapter Four develop the argument articulated earlier that Al-Shaykh is a kind of ‘literary ambassador’ whose main concern is not presenting stereotypes, but provoking transnational encounters across cultures. I will discuss Al-Shaykh’s journey out of nationalism, in Beirut Blues (1995) into an anti-national cosmopolitanism, in Only in London (2001). After the success of her earlier novel Women of Sand and Myrrh, I will argue that Beirut Blues and, to a larger extent Only in London, confirm Al-Shaykh’s status in the literary arena as a cultural ambassador between the Arab and Western worlds. As the main theme of these novels is not the politicized subject of Arab women’s oppression, Beirut Blues and Only in London exhibit to Western readers a more expressive consciousness of Al-Shaykh’s cultural project of literary crossing. 
Nationalism is an integral discourse to the literature produced by Third World writers especially after the Second World War; a period that witnessed an obvious interest in the literary conceptualization of nationalism. However, as Timothy Brennan argues ‘not all Third World novels about nations are “nationalistic”’ as they either represent an anti-colonial, national struggles or direct attacks on independence (Brennan, ‘National’ 63). In the literature of Arab women writers, imagining the nation and nationalism has been problematic as the two concepts have been associated with patriarchy and male dominance (S. Meyer 144). Through presenting a reading of Beirut Blues, this chapter will focus mainly on Al-Shaykh’s sceptical outlook towards nationalism and home. I will explore how Al-Shaykh, empowered by a sense of feminist commitment, has turned her national origins inside out. She deconstructs and reconstructs her concept of the nation, establishes a subtle relationship with cities and strengthens her sense of cultural belonging. 
Al-Shaykh is one postcolonial writer for whom nationalism is not glorified. On the contrary, it is often regarded as inherently masculine. Brennan has identified such postcolonial writers as the ‘satirists of nationalism […] writers of encyclopedic national narratives that dismember a recent and particularized history in order to expose the political dogma surrounding and choking it’ (Brennan, ‘National’ 63). He lists Salman Rushdie and Nadine Gordimer, alongside Latin American novelists, as authors who write with an ambivalent sense towards nationalism (Brennan, ‘National’ 63). Beirut Blues details Al-Shaykh’s uneasy relationship with nationalism, and invites readers into a reconsideration of the national narrative and women’s place within it. Though Al-Shaykh believes in national ambitions, she is also aware of the dangers of nationalism. As an alternative, her novels endorse the ideology of cosmopolitanism, evidence of her cultural ambassadorship. 
	In thinking through nationalism in Beirut Blues, the following questions arise: How does Al-Shaykh represent the relationship between women and the nation? How did the Lebanese civil war help Al-Shaykh reassess her position towards national identity? How is the image of the homeland deconstructed through ‘writing Beirut’? And how does the city stand as a junction where different cultures, races, religions, and languages intersect? Nationalism, as a ‘trope for “belonging”, “bordering”, and “commitment”’ (Brennan 47), is often disrupted, and even questioned, in times of upheaval and civil war. I will explain how Al-Shaykh, though still living under the nostalgic spell of her homeland, was able to criticize nationalism and nationalist discourse and use the city-crossings of her female protagonist to identify their links to women’s subordination. Al-Shaykh’s deconstruction of national identity is therefore connected to her feminist protest against patriarchy in the Arab world.





Contextualizing the History of the Lebanese Civil War

I, too, had a city and a history to reclaim. (Rushdie, Imaginary 10)


For many in the Arab world, the thirty-three days of Israel’s war on Lebanon, which started on July 12th 2006 and ended with a ceasefire on August 14th 2006, brought to mind the complexities and brutality of the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990). The wounds of the latter war still linger in the memory of Arabs and in particular the Lebanese. Lebanon’s history has been characterized by outbreaks of civil unrest and internal divisions, as well as by external pressures. The intrusion of Israel, Syria and the Palestinian resistance into the political fabric of Lebanon transformed the country into a ‘proxy war zone’ (Khalaf 213). As Samir Khalaf explains, these and the U.S. intervention aggravated Lebanon’s internal divisions (Khalaf 1).He contextualizes the disintegrated political structure of Lebanon. He writes:
Lebanon has all the features of a fragmented political culture. In fact, it has been fashionable in the relentless outpouring of literature to depict the country as an ‘improbable,’ ‘precarious,’ ‘fragmented,’ ‘dismembered,’ ‘torn’ society; a house so ‘divided’ and riven by ethnic, religious, and communal schisms that it has become extremely difficult to ‘piece it together again.’ (Khalaf 2) 

Differences in religious and sectarian affiliations and class divisions shaped Lebanon’s nationalism and triggered the hostility which resulted in the civil war. The increase in the number of Palestinian refugees and the various religious sects of Muslims (Shi’a, Sunni and Druz) and Christians (Maronites, Orthodox, Catholics and Armenians) are among the factors which have made of Lebanon a country with a fragile political, social and religious systems. The civil war erupted on April 1975 when a gunman, assumed to be a Palestinian, shot dead four members of the military organisation the ‘Phalangists’. The Phalangists took revenge by attacking a bus carrying Palestinians through a Christian area. After this attack, Beirut, divided between a Western sect taken over by Shi’a military resistance and an Eastern sect taken over by Christian militias, became a battle field of random killings. Besides the massive destruction to the infrastructure of Beirut, the war took the lives of about 170,000 people, twice that number were wounded and two-thirds of the population were displaced (Khalaf 3-4). 
Amid the chaos of the war, Lebanese women managed to find their place. According to Lamia Shehadeh, women were caught up in the divisions of the civil war, yet they played an important role throughout this national ordeal. Women took the responsibility of supporting their families. The war opened up new spaces for them to refuse to submit to social constraints. It also placed on their shoulders the ‘burden of survival’ in the face of the mass death and kidnappings of male relatives, as well as human displacements (Shehadeh 49). 
Writing about the experiences of war has become an important preoccupation of postcolonial Arab writers who witnessed (and are still witnessing) periods of political unrest in the Middle East. While Yolla Sharara discusses the impact of the civil war on Lebanese women (Sharara 22),  Joseph Zeidan explains that the political upheavals that passed through the Arab world, especially the loss of Palestine in 1948 and the Lebanese civil war, have become embedded in the consciousness of Arab writers, both men and women (Zeidan 226-227). Arab writers have displayed a strong need to capture every minute of the war, recording not only violence and conflict, but also the history of people’s collective activism and survival. Famous novels about the war include Tawfiq Youssef Awwad’s Death in Beirut (1976); Rachid El Daif’s Exposed Space between Drowsiness and Sleep (1986); and Elias Khoury’s Gates of the City (1993). These writers reject the destructive impact of the war and the collapse in the social and political fabric of Lebanese society. 
Beirut Blues belongs to the collection of Lebanese civil war novels by women. First published in Arabic in 1992 by Dar Al-Adab, Beirut Blues was another popular success for Al-Shaykh. The English translation of the novel was published in 1995. However, Al-Shaykh does not occupy herself with images of death and killing: the war in Beirut Blues seems oddly remote in spite of its physical presence and the disruption it causes to everyday life. Al-Shaykh provides her readers with a glimpse of a city which has its own integrity, personality and individuality, where the temporality of the war cannot affect its spirit. The tone is unexpectedly playful, even comic. 
Al-Shaykh shares with other women writers a sense of ambivalence about nationalism and the war. Although Al-Shaykh was not living in Lebanon during the war, this did not prevent her from writing about it with all the sincerity and immediacy of personal engagement (Al-Shaykh, ‘War’, n. pag.). More importantly, she and many other Arab women writers, trading on their location in the West, have found in literature the medium through which they can convey the agony of the Lebanese and the reality of the war to both Arabs and Western readers. Cooke and Rustomji-Kerns argue that other women writers have visited the ‘culture of war’ and explored feminist as well as national concerns through it (Cooke and Rustomji-Kerns 3). The Syrian writer Ghada Al-Sammān, one of the Arab women to foresee the Lebanese civil war, wrote Beirut 75 (1975) and Beirut Nightmares (1980). The Palestinian-born Jean Said Makdisi’s autobiographical novel Beirut Fragments: A War Memoir (1999) is the narrative of Makdisi’s memories as a wife and mother surviving the war in Beirut when others were leaving. The Lebanese Mai Ghusūb’s Leaving Beirut: Women and the War Within (1998) and Lina Mikdadi Tabbara’s personal memoir Survival in Beirut: A Diary of the Civil War (1979) are just two other examples. Miriam Cooke and Roshni Rustomji-Kerns believe that the Lebanese civil war has given Arab women writers ‘greater visibility’ both in their own countries and in the West (Cooke and Rustomji-Kerns 3). Besides Al-Shaykh, Ghada Al-Sammān, Etel Adnan, Huda Barakat, and Evelyne Accad are just a few of the Arab women living, writing, and publishing in the West. Mona Amyuni excludes the war works of Andrée Chedid, Vénus Khoury-Ghata, Hanan Al-Shaykh, Evelyne Accad, Dominique Eddé, Huda Barakat, Ghada al-Samman and Etel Adnan as her study looks at women writers who recount the Lebanese civil war while living in Lebanon. These women are Jean Said Makdisi, Daisy al-Amir, Emily Nassrallah, Renée Hayek and Nazi Yared (Amyuni 90-91).
In War’s Other Voices, Miriam Cooke identifies these women writers as ‘Beirut Decentrists’. For Cooke, these ‘other’ voices of war belong to a group of women who ‘have shared Beirut as their home and the war as their experience’ (Cooke 3). Evelyne Accad argues that without a sexual revolution accompanying a political revolution, no change in the situation of women and nationalistic issues will ever take place in the Middle East (Accad 11). While male Arab writers have written about the ideology of violence and the politics of war, women writers have felt the urge to contextualize the ‘dailiness of war’ (Cooke 3). They wanted to ‘register a voice. These voices were rarely heard in what has been termed the public domain. […] The Lebanese war provided [this] context’ (Cooke 87). ‘Writing the war’ genre, then, becomes a powerful response to two integrated influences on women writers’ political and feminist stances. The first is their determination to dispose of their assigned marginal role, especially during national upheavals. The second is their interest in articulating their war narratives to a wider readership, hoping for a better understanding of women’s complex experiences. A self-conscious, feminist style of writing lends itself well to such feminist objectives. In Beirut Blues (as will be explored) this is figured through the epistolary genre and Al-Shaykh’s choice of her female protagonist.  
To some extent, Al-Shaykh’s novels address parts of her personal experiences. She includes elements from her life in the feminist subjects she writes about. As such, her novels turn to the literary tradition of autobiography, where the critical narration of the self becomes a subtle process for a collective feminist project. This has provoked some critical discussion; Mary Jean Green, for example, discusses women’s autobiographical writings.  Al-Shaykh’s fictional ‘I’ expresses a more positive self and constructs a feminist space that voices her critique of nationalism and patriarchy, which are generally regarded as conterminous. This autobiographical self narrates Al-Shaykh’s various experiences of migration and cultural encounters. The line between fiction and reality is often subtle in her characterization of her female protagonists. The character of Asmahan, for instance, comes closest to representing Al-Shaykh herself in Beirut Blues. 


City of Guilt: Beirut Blues - The Story

Everything passes with the passing of time except the memory which lasts for ever. (Beirut Blues 63)


Two years after the end of the Lebanese civil war in 1990, Hanan Al-Shaykh set out to write Beirut Blues with a challenging irreverence towards nationalism and a daring viewpoint on woman’s sexuality. Beirut Blues is not Al-Shaykh’s first attempt to write about the war: an earlier novel, on the same subject The Story of Zahra, was published in 1980. Beirut Blues is different in its artistic form and more poetic in style. The novel tells the story of a middle-aged woman, Asmahan, who belongs to the upper-class in Beirut during the 1980s. The narrative commences with Asmahan writing a letter to her best friend Hayat, who has decided to live a life of exile in Belgium instead of living the war at home. Asmahan’s letters constitute an autobiography. She writes letters to the land, the war, the city, and to people in her life: her grandmother, her friend Hayat, her ex-Palestinian lover Naser, and her passionate lover, the self-exiled Jawad. She also writes to the real-life British woman Jill Morrell, who campaigned for the release of her boyfriend, John McCarthy, held hostage by a Lebanese Jihad from 1986 to 1991. Morrell’s boyfriend John was a Western journalist covering the war in Beirut. Two years after McCarthy’s kidnap, and with no hope of seeing him released, she determined to stir up the British public on his behalf. She launched the ‘Friends of John McCarthy Campaign’. Asmahan is writing these letters and keeping them in her head; they will never reach their addressees, as she notes in one of her letters: ‘I am still writing this letter to you [Jawad] in my head’ (Beirut Blues 172). Nevertheless, what distinguishes them is the pervasive presence of Beirut, a place to which Asmahan remains emotionally attached. 
Asmahan’s fragmented narrative reflects the situation in Lebanon, and in particular in Beirut. She writes her letters in a repetitive and melancholic tone which is interceded and relieved by touches of comedy in Al-Shaykh’s characteristic style. Several comic sketches show how people in the middle of such an atrocious situation remain absorbed with the minor details of everyday life. When writing one of the letters, for instance, Asmahan becomes obsessed with a mouse living in the kitchen. In another incident, Asmahan and her grandmother joke about cooking an unexploded shell that has landed in the grounds of their house, and when Asmahan has to leave for the village in a tank, she fails to catch the driver’s attention. Instead of appreciating that he is saving civilians’ lives, she comments sarcastically: ‘I must have stopped being attractive. He hadn’t responded to my smile. Actually he’d ignored me’ (Beirut Blues 49). Through these incidents, Asmahan reinforces her identity and her active relationship with the persons, places and objects around her whilst clinging on to a sense of normality. 
Asmahan’s letters offer an insight into the distressing impact that a vengeful war has on people’s lives and reflect a mixture of loss and sadness, and Asmahan’s unsuccessful attempts to detach herself from her surroundings. It is only through Billie Holiday’s blues music and Ruhiyya’s songs (with which she grew up) that Asmahan tries to escape the war. Their voices have a healing effect, reinforcing Asmahan’s rootedness. In her letter to Billie Holiday, she writes: 
Since I first became addicted to you, you have reminded me of Ruhiyya. It’s not only your skin and teeth and your eyes with their permanently reproachful expression, but your personalities and voices. Both of you seemed to have been created from deep in the earth. […] you both sing the reality you live. (Beirut Blues 102)

Flashbacks, day dreams, and internal monologues show Asmahan living in a world of memories, writing about the city which has shaped her world. While the familiar faces of family members and neighbours, and the memories of these people, calm Asmahan’s mood and help her to rehabilitate herself, because of the ongoing war she does not seem to be able to cope with her psychological displacement. Asmahan is not only losing her friends, but her beloved city as well: 
How can I recognize a city which tolerates fanatics […] or allows a date palm which has been there for a hundred years and grown close to the sky to be uprooted to make way for a rocket which can even dissolve dental fillings? (Beirut Blues 27) 
	
Because of the heavy bombardments of Beirut, Asmahan, along with her grandmother, is transported by tank to the village where her grandfather lives. The crossing from an urban into a rural setting allows Asmahan a deeper understanding of the political nature of the war. This temporary movement towards the village reinforces her disapproval of war. No bombing exists in the village and people seem indifferent to what is happening in Beirut. Nevertheless, the village is represented as a place that has been corrupted by greed and the opportunism of war-lords who seek profit in any situation.
	The tranquil atmosphere of the village enlivens Asmahan’s senses. She meets Jawad, a long-time villager she knew in the past, and soon falls in love with him. Jawad, now a writer living in France, is on a short visit to Lebanon to collect stories and pictures for his new book. Jawad asks Asmahan to accompany him to Paris. Asmahan waits apprehensively for her French visa to be issued. But while waiting with Jawad for a delayed plane at Beirut International airport, she realizes that though her love for Jawad is invaluable, her love for Beirut - the land, the nation, the village and the city - is greater than any other love. Though Beirut Blues ends with Asmahan deciding to remain a ‘hostage’ in Beirut instead of living an ‘unhappy [life] in two countries’ (Beirut Blues 276), the novel does not offer any clear-cut solutions to the dilemma of the war. Asmahan bids Jawad farewell, staying ‘to confront the city which had made its war die of weariness’ (Beirut Blues 279).


Nationalism and Gender Roles

Women did not just ‘enter’ the national arena: they were always there, and central to its constructions and reproductions! (Yuval-Davis, Gender 3)

All nationalisms are gendered, all are invented and all are dangerous. (McClintock 352)


Different political and ideological needs, serving nationalist agendas, have influenced women’s relationship to nationalism. Many scholars have argued that this relationship is deeply problematic because it is gendered, and, indeed, that women and nationalism are incompatible. Anne McClintock maintains that the nation is a gendered construct: ‘the very representation of national power has rested on prior constructions of gender power’ (McClintock 14). McClintock notes that though women are represented as the ‘symbolic bearers of the nation’, they are still denied any relation to national agency (McClintock 354). Feminists in both Western and non-Western countries, such as Valentine Moghadam, Kumari Jayawardena and Nira Yuval-Davis have questioned women’s roles and the ways they have been positioned in national paradigms, arguing that the marginalization of women in nationalist discourse is because it is a ‘masculine domain’. Cynthia Enloe contends that even if active within nationalist movements, women have been marginalized and their experiences have not been fully understood (Enloe 42). She argues that nationalism has not taken into consideration women’s experiences as the base for understanding how people become colonized. Instead, nationalism emerged from ‘masculinized memory, masculinized humiliation, and masculinized hope’ (Enloe 44). Nationalist movements have emerged as the colonized dream of achieving liberation and independence. However, Enloe contends that fear of ‘emasculation’ at the hands of the colonizer has been among the reasons that contributed to the emergence of masculine national movements. As such, to become nationalist a man has to defend women against the colonizer’s abuse (Enloe 42). 
Among the scholars conscious of women’s roles in anti-colonial nationalism, Partha Chatterjee explains how the Indian national project against colonialism was situated within two spatial positions: the ‘spiritual’ or the inner domain represented by Indian and Bengali women who sustain the cultural symbols of identity; and the ‘material’ or the domain of the ‘outside’ where men are held responsible for guarding the nation (Chatterjee 6). Chatterjee argues that through bringing the woman’s question to the national agenda, nationalists were not interested in the condition of women per se, but in the ‘political encounter between a colonial state and the supposed “tradition” of a conquered people’ (Chatterjee 119). Within the nationalist line of gendered division, the spiritual domain of ‘home’ should remain intact and unaffected by the material domain. Chatterjee writes, ‘in the entire phase of the national struggle, the crucial need was to protect, preserve, and strengthen the inner core of the national culture, its spiritual essence’ (Chatterjee 121). Preserving cultural traditions and national identity becomes women’s responsibility. Nationalists in India emphasized women’s need to nurture the feminine virtues of ‘self-sacrifice, benevolence, devotion, and religiosity’ (Chatterjee 131). This, as Chatterjee explains, did not prevent women’s presence in the public space, nor did it threaten their femininity (Chatterjee 131). The nation is perceived as an ‘extended family’ within the nationalist discourse. As such, women are responsible for sustaining ‘the tasks of nurturance and reproduction’ (Moghadam, Gender 4). They, then, are assigned the role of the ‘bearers of cultural values, carriers of traditions, and symbols of the community’ (Moghadam, Gender 4). The nationalists’ call to women to bear the social responsibility of honour advocates a new form of patriarchy that binds women to subordination. 
	George Mosse’s discussion of nineteenth-century nationalism and its association with sexuality in Europe seems related to the construction of nationalism and sexuality in the Arab world. He points out that ‘Nationalism helped control sexuality, yet also provided the means through which changing sexual attitudes could be absorbed and tamed into respectability’ (Mosse 10). He also notes that ‘Woman was the embodiment of respectability; even as defender and protector of her people she was assimilated to her traditional role as woman and mother, the custodian of tradition, who kept nostalgia alive in the active world of men’ (Mosse 97). In other words, nationalism has encouraged and supported the attitude of respectability in order to construct the pure images of motherhood that serve nationalist agendas and are not threatened by sexual attitudes.  
Chatterjee and Mosse are not alone in questioning nationalism and its employment of women as guardians of the nation. Beth Baron takes a similar stance in her discussion of Egypt, arguing that nationalists in Egypt in the early twentieth century expressed the idea of nationalism through exploiting different images of the nation as a woman (Baron 105). Through investigating visual sources such as nationalist monuments, paintings and caricatures, Baron explains how the Egyptian woman became a ‘nationalist iconography’ serving differing nationalist interests. In other words, the symbolic representations of Egypt’s national icon changed to suit varying nationalist demands. Occasionally, Egyptian national iconography becomes the embodiment of the romanticized notion of the defended nation, or the image of a modest peasant preserving traditions and honour, or the symbol of modernity and emancipation in a process of westernizing the elites of Egyptian women (Baron 112). 
Nira Yuval-Davis and Floya Anthias assert these same debates: that women are not only the carriers of ‘the cultural and ideological traditions of ethnic and national groups’, but also the representation of ‘the nation as a loved woman in danger’ (Yuval-Davis and Anthias 8-9). They have suggested five ways through which women participate in national processes: women are perceived as biological reproducers of the nation, markers of national boundaries, transmitters of culture, signifiers of national difference and participants in national, economic and political struggles (Yuval-Davis and Anthias, Woman 7). However, the intersection of these categories with the complex social formations of gender and ethnic and national relations makes it difficult to reduce women’s position within national discourse to a limited ideological construction.   
If, as Benedict Anderson suggests, nationalism is bolstered by cultural systems of ‘religious community’ and kinship, this might explain why women have been burdened with the role of preserving traditions (Anderson 12). Deniz Kandiyoti argues that gender roles for women vary according to the persistent demands of nationalist projects. Women are portrayed as ‘victims of social backwardness, icons of modernity or privileged bearers of cultural authenticity’, depending on the demands of the nationalist agenda (Kandiyoti, ‘Identity’ 431). She contends that although women in some cases can be participants in national projects, they can also be hostages within these projects. 
In Beirut Blues, Al-Shaykh’s narrative attempts to counter the dominant national discourse. It shows that women in Lebanon have not only endured the horrors of the civil war and unwavering patriarchy, but have even tried to negotiate sectarian divisions by positioning themselves as members of a community that is coherent yet diverse. The novel criticizes gender roles that assign the responsibility for safeguarding national tradition to women. Further, it dismisses the myth of a war fought ‘for the sake of our women and children’ or ‘to defend their honour’ (Yuval-Davis and Anthias 8-9). While men in Beirut Blues fight for political and economic gain or simply leave, women stay and survive. The narrative criticizes nationalism for its inability to bring national security and unity to Lebanon and opposes the national discourse which centres on women as the symbols of the nation. In the novel, Asmahan is not depicted as the feminine embodiment of the nation. With no alternative but to take an active role at times of war, women practise their right to take control of their lives. As Miriam Cooke asserts, ‘Lebanese war literature provides examples of women’s construction of new gender norms. […] It creates a hyperspace in which women can transform themselves from passive observers to military and discursive participants’ (Cooke, ‘Death and Desire’ 189). 
Furthermore, Al-Shaykh identifies the problem in the link between nationalism and patriarchy. She depicts this through the male characters in Beirut Blues, primarily through the character of the Palestinian Naser, with whom Asmahan is in love. Naser is an architect who has left engineering to become a member of the Palestinian resistance. He is a nationalist who inspires masculine images of defiance and patriotism. However, heroism, bravery and nationalism are not idealized in Beirut Blues. On the contrary, through Naser’s character Al-Shaykh criticizes the rise of a pan-Arab nationalist discourse and the 1967 war which, the novel suggests, has brought only disappointment, loss and a fragmented identity to Arabs. In her study, Sexuality and War, Evelyne Accad criticises this stereotypically masculine image of the za‛im (the leader) and what it embodies: ‘masculine values of conquest, domination, competition, fighting, and boasting.’ Accad sees in this rigid masculine construct a weapon of destruction, control and conquest (Accad 30-31). The ironic connotation of Naser’s name is also significant. Instead of victory, as the name suggests, Naser brings only defeat and loss, an embodiment of the idea of a defeated nationalism. With the complexities in Beirut, Naser realizes his helplessness in the face of a war over which he has no control. In spite of Asmahan’s love for him, she thinks that ‘the Palestinians ought to go […] I know that if they went, you’d go with them. But I didn’t want Beirut to change so much that we no longer recognized it’ (Beirut Blues 56). 
Al-Shaykh’s agenda in the novel is to criticize nationalism and the hypocrisy of all the political parties and militias involved in the war. She exposes with bitter sarcasm the greed and dishonesty practiced by the political parties in the name of nationalism. In an interview, she declares her political sense:
I didn’t leave any faction out. Hezbollah, Areal, Phalangists, Christians, Israelis, Syrians, Iranians, and Palestinians ​​​​– all of them were under my thumb. That is, writing about them meant that I was in control for a change. (qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.) 

As an anti-war feminist, Al-Shaykh feels that her commitment as a writer is to expose unabashedly the factions involved in the war. She believes that this was a war made possible by men thirsty for blood and money. Her criticism of these war factions represents a shift in the vision that has traditionally seen war as a public domain concerning men alone. By refusing any sympathetic identification with the different factions, in her anti-national feminist intervention Al-Shaykh finds a counter-attack to the prevailing dominant national and religious discourses. 
As it will become clear in the remainder of this chapter, Beirut Blues embodies the tension between Al-Shaykh’s love of her country and her attempt to find a more inclusive anti-nationalism. Through uprooting herself from her homeland and rejecting the romanticising of the past, in this novel Al-Shaykh pronounces her own nationalism dead and advocates an anti-national feminist consciousness free from the constraints of nationalism. She no longer carries a sense of affiliation with either Arab nationalism or with her home. Unlike her protagonist Asmahan, by uprooting herself from her homeland and from its attendant social structure and religion Al-Shaykh liberates herself from any kind of commitment that might restrict her literary ambassadorial voice.


Nation, Home and War: Reflections on Border-Crossings

Homes are not neutral places. Imagining a home is as political an act as is imagining a nation. (George 6)

I can picture you lying under the sun and rain; you are the only thing lost in the war which is still physically present. […] How can someone be so attached to the inanimate? But I suppose you’re alive: you bear fruit, grow thirsty and cold; you’re changeable and not always compliant, for with your great open spaces or a small handful of your soil you’ve modified and shaped humanity. (Beirut Blues 71)


Beirut Blues, which Ann Marie Adams reads as an ‘unofficial sequel’ (Adams 210) to Al-Shaykh’s earlier novel The Story of Zahra (1980), has a different message and tone from Zahra’s story. Beirut Blues is what Abbas Milani sees as a ‘warm and hauntingly melancholic’ novel, and Salman Rushdie describes it as an ‘act of remembrance, join[ed] to an unforgettable portrait of a broken city’ (Rushdie, ‘Between New’, n. pag.). In rethinking notions of home and nation in Beirut Blues, Al-Shaykh does not glorify the ‘myth of the nation’ (Brennan, ‘Longing’ 44) nor does she celebrate it as an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson). The nation is a fragmentary and unstable entity that Al-Shaykh deconstructs and reconstructs in her narrative. Beirut Blues is Al-Shaykh’s testimony to a city for which, while it is no longer her home, she feels immense nostalgia. Yet it is not just the Beirut of the war that Al-Shaykh recollects, but the Beirut of her childhood. It is perhaps worth mentioning that at the time of the novel’s publication, Al-Shaykh had been away from Lebanon for more than twelve years. This might go some way to explaining her retrospective longing for her country. As Salman Rushdie explains ‘the shards of memory’ have ‘greater status, greater resonance, because they [are] remains; fragmentation made trivial things seem like symbols, and the mundane acquire numinous qualities’ (emphasis original; Rushdie, Imaginary 12). 
The rise of anti-colonial nationalism in the latter part of the twentieth century has influenced the literature produced by postcolonial writers and brought the ‘topics of nationalism and exile’ to the fore as two unavoidable realities addressed in postcolonial literature (Brennan, ‘Longing’ 62). Brennan explains that postcolonial writings have been characterized by 
the contradictory topoi of exile and nation [which] are fused in a lament for the necessary and regrettable insistence of nation-forming, in which the writer proclaims his identity with a country whose artificiality and exclusiveness have driven him into a kind of exile – a simultaneous recognition of nationhood and an alienation from it. (Brennan, ‘Longing’ 63)

At this stage in her life, Al-Shaykh struggled with the contradictory feelings of exile and national belonging. This accounts for her complex relationship to her Lebanese origins and with London’s diaspora. She describes living in London during the civil war in Lebanon as a life spent ‘in a train station, in transit’ (qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.) where she longed constantly for a reunion with her homeland. Nevertheless, this distance helped Al-Shaykh to re-evaluate her national identity and create the possibility of border-crossing. It thus assisted her evolving ambassadorial role. She found herself obliged to re-imagine her conception of her nation in ways that extended far beyond the experience of self-exile or even the conflict within the Eastern and Western sides of Beirut. Through this reconceptualization of nationalism, Al-Shaykh’s stance chimes with Stuart Hall’s view that national identities are not ‘centred, coherent, and whole’ (Hall, ‘Question’ 292). Hall discusses national identity in relation to cultural identity, explaining that ‘national identities are not things we are born with, but are formed and transformed within and in relation to representation […] a nation is not only a political entity but something which produces meaning – a system of cultural representation’ (emphasis original; Hall, ‘Question’ 292). From this perspective, nation and national identity are perceived as flexible constructs that can be reshaped according to one’s cultural experiences and symbolic system. 
Beirut Blues can be perceived as an expulsion of feelings of guilt that had pressed on Al-Shaykh’s psyche. One of Al-Shaykh’s friends, Najah Taher (to whom the novel is dedicated), points out that Beirut Blues is a ‘cleansing for Hanan, for the guilt of leaving Lebanon. She was also trying to find common ground between east and west to say we can communicate’ (qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.). Guilt, for Al-Shaykh, has its advantages, then. Her experiences of the civil war in Beirut and of leaving her homeland catalysed her exploration of her feelings towards nationalism, leading her to discover an anti-national feminist side of her identity. She established a conscious blend of anti-nationalism and feminism as the ideological framework of her writing. At this stage of her life Al-Shaykh’s cultural ambassadorial role started to emerge; the urge to communicate with other cultures through a cosmopolitan vision began.
Beirut Blues represents Al-Shaykh’s attempt to clear her consciousness from the burden and lure of nationalism. Elise Manganaro explains that Al-Shaykh ‘demystifies Lebanon […] so that it is virtually impossible to formulate a fixed, let alone a positive, sense of the nation’ (Manganaro 121). Al-Shaykh rejects identification with an ideology which, instead of unifying Lebanon, has left it shredded into various conflicting political sects and divided Beirut into two sides: the Christian East and the Muslim West. In fact, Al-Shaykh has been self-consciously astute in her political vision: although she identifies with the land and with her roots as Lebanese, she sees nationalism as an oppressive construct that benefits war opportunists in the name of defending the nation. 
As a writer, over the years Al-Shaykh has developed flexible meanings for the terms ‘home’ and ‘homeland’. For Carol Boyce Davies, the concept of home, as well as of nation, is a ‘contradictory, contested space, a locus for misrecognition and alienation’ (Boyce Davies 113). For Al-Shaykh, home/nation is clearly a radical and disrupted place of ambiguity and ironic estrangement. Home and nation are sites of conflict and power. Al-Shaykh’s vision of these concepts is governed by a postcolonial reading of her diasporic experience. The idea of ‘home’ is illuminated as a myth constructed out of the migrants’ imagination (Nasta, Home Truths).  It is what Salman Rushdie terms ‘imaginary homelands’. At this stage of Al-Shaykh’s life, it is not her sense of nationalism so much as her attachment to her homeland and her feelings of not belonging to London that forced the question of return. Al-Shaykh states ‘I used to feel I was still living in the Arab world; my thoughts were in Lebanon; I was following the war from day to day, eating tabbouleh with other Lebanese, asking “are we going back?”’ (qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.). Her feelings as an Arab and a Lebanese were overwhelming at that time. She was still living under the pressure of a mixture of feelings towards nationalism, Lebanon and London, trying to negotiate an understanding of her identity and a sense of place. However, her distance from Lebanon and the war there helped her to realize that exile is not related to a geographical location. It is an accompanying feeling that is carried from one location to another as one’s personal attitude and life experience.
Nevertheless, the war for Al-Shaykh was an unbearable reality, ‘An abyss open[ed] up’ (qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.). At the same time, she concluded that ‘this was a men’s war: women took no part except trying to protect their families’ (qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.). This made her rethink alternatives for the home/nation which she had left behind. Her new perception of both nationalism and the nation as negotiable concepts corresponds with Homi Bhabha’s thesis that ‘nations, like narratives, lose their origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons in the mind’s eye’ (Bhabha 1). It is possible to argue that the multi-crossing of boundaries had to occur in Al-Shaykh’s life and work as a result of her rejection of the civil war and nationalism. Though she carried the love of her country in her heart, she was able to renegotiate her standpoint by searching for an alternative: an anti-national, feminist construction of identity which had evolved away from the constraints of homeland and nationalism. In this sense, and contrary to Margaret Atwood’s experience (which will be explained in Chapter Five) nationalism has not influenced Al-Shaykh’s feminist development.
Through Asmahan, Al-Shaykh expresses her views that the fighting groups back home are guilty of the political segmentation of Lebanon. Asmahan frequently criticises the religious sects that use religion to achieve political ends. Asmahan struggles to work out a logical meaning behind the fighters’ hostility. As she imagines herself a hostage in this war, Asmahan defines her relationship with the fighting men as one
based entirely on increasing hatred and revulsion and the conviction that my guards are shoddy, immature characters, who have suddenly found themselves in positions of strength thanks to their wild hair, thick moustaches and beards which cover large expanses of their faces, gold chains round their necks with spent bullets dangling from them and unnecessarily loud voices. (Beirut Blues 28)

Although she refers to the men as ‘my guards’, it is noticeable here that Asmahan’s criticism is particularly directed towards the Shiite religious men. She revolts against all their religious practices and traditions. Above all, she criticizes what she perceives as their hypocrisy and extremism. The images of men portrayed through Asmahan’s narration reveal sexual implications that stereotype religious men as radical fanatics with wild looks. Asmahan, in this sense, discards any religious or nationalist affiliations, believing that ‘money, not national unity is what binds people together, from the informers, to the militias, to Israel in the skies’ (Beirut Blues 188). She perceives national and religious ideologies as traps that only deepen hatred, and that are used as a means to dominate women. 
Asmahan’s feelings of imprisonment and alienation also reflect the linguistic ruptures of the time brought about by the conflict in Beirut. Asmahan sees herself as a hostage. She is not only unfamiliar with the city, but the language seems strange too:
The façade of shops are not only unfamiliar, but they actually transport me to another country. There are Iranian signs on the shopfronts, on the walls, posters of men of religion, of leaders I don’t know. I no longer understand the language people use. I know it is Arabic but it has become a series of riddles, its letters mysterious symbols, and it’s not the language we learnt in childhood and practised in youth. It has different meanings which are unfamiliar to me. […] I tried to use a map as the street names and the recognizable landmarks began to change hour by hour, even minute by minute. (Beirut Blues 27)

Asmahan struggles with linguistic spaces. Instead of unifying people, her native language becomes a mystery of symbols which she no longer comprehends. The complexity and confusion of both linguistic and physical spaces have alienated Asmahan from her nation: she feels that she does not belong any more. 
Beyond the linguistic divisions and the questioning of masculine images within the national discourse in Beirut Blues, the novel evokes the image of assertive womanhood. In contrast to Women of Sand and Myrrh, in which passive female protagonists are the victims of patriarchal domination, Beirut Blues does not represent stereotypes, but questions gender roles through the assertion of women’s sexuality. Asmahan is a powerful and self-engrossed woman who is concerned with her beauty, stylishness and ‘the trivia of love and sex’ (Beirut Blues 3). She is concerned with fulfilling her sensual desires and spends her days oiling her hair and worrying about her appearance. Nevertheless, she is by no means a stereotypical Arab woman; nor are the women who have brought her up, her grandmother and Ruhiyya, who are also strong and determined. Asmahan is depicted as an independent woman who, because of the war, has had to put aside the dream of a career in architecture. Most importantly, she, like Beirut, has not consented to the war taking possession of her. Oddly enough, the war has helped Asmahan’s creativity to flourish, encouraging her to form new imaginative relationships and to write letters that provide a base for common human relations. 
In a similar way to Women of Sand and Myrrh, in which Al-Shaykh criticised the Arab patriarchy which dominates the context of male-female relations and women’s sexuality, Beirut Blues charts women’s struggle in the sexual arena, suggesting that sexual freedom is part a of free Beirut. She shows how sexual politics cannot be separated from national politics. As Nira Yuval-Davis points out ‘strict cultural codes of what it is to be a “proper woman” are often developed to keep women in [an] inferior power position’ (Yuval-Davis 47). Asmahan refuses this inferior position. She revolts against this collective national image of womanhood and no longer feels the need for male protection or security. She emphasizes her feminism in the face of the rhetoric of nationalism, challenging its control of women’s sexuality. Through supporting an optimistic vision of women’s liberation, especially sexual liberation, as a means to internationalism, Asmahan daringly crosses to the Eastern side of Beirut to meet her friends. Though she comes from a Shiite background, Asmahan rebels against the national and patriarchal laws and challenges masculine expectations of her as a woman. Inverting nationalism’s symbol of the chaste protector of the cultural sphere, her revolt is insinuated through her body; her sexual activity demonstrates a rejection of the overlapping powers of nationalism, patriarchy and religion. As Accad argues, in order for a change to take place in Arab societies, a sexual revolution has to form the core of the national struggle. Sexuality, then, is ‘centrally involved in motivations to war, and if women’s issues were dealt with from the beginning, wars might be avoided’ (Accad 27). 
Asmahan’s sexual relations exemplify Al-Shaykh’s deconstruction of gender roles and the myth of war fought to preserve women’s honour. Asmahan is not an archetypical Arab woman who is normally concerned about her virginity and the consequent concepts of purity, chastity and honour. From this perspective, her relationship with Simon carries a number of meanings which Al-Shaykh consciously explores in the novel. Simon is a Christian press photographer. Their affair becomes an embodiment of the allegorical crossing of the two sides of the city; of Al-Shaykh’s hopes of bridging the gap in the Christian-Muslim divide. Asmahan defies all masculine laws of power through using her body. In one of the incidents where she crosses to the Eastern side of the city to meet Simon, she recollects how her daring crossing of check-points had a euphoric effect: 
Among the cars, which were missing paint and headlamps, I was queen of the road and I nudged and pushed and kept my hand on the horn until I reached Simon’s building. The trembling in me surged ahead of me as I ran to find him. I was happy. My meetings with Simon gave me a feeling of warmth and excitement, snatching me right out of the city as it surged back and forth between uproar and fragrant calm. […] I waited until we lay down naked on the sofa. Then the drugged sensation and the love took over and the feeling that I wanted to have my pleasure whatever happened. It was only when we got up and dressed that I knew I didn’t love him. (Beirut Blues 30)

Asmahan’s possession of the road as a ‘queen’ strengthens her desire to transgress into zones which are barred to women. She admits that it is not love that pushes her to cross borders to meet Simon. She is not even reluctant to think about whether her border-crossing activities would be worth the risk to her life. Her perilous travels give her a sense of power that has been typically assigned to men. Moreover, Asmahan detaches her sexual needs from romantic notions of love as she realizes that she does not love Simon. If Asmahan, as female, stands for the image of Lebanon, then her inability to love Simon, her wish for Nasser to leave Beirut, and her rejection of leaving with Jawad emphasise through allegory that Lebanon is independent. This choice between freedom and possession extends into the realm of the body/land metaphor and enables Ashmahan to overcome obstacles related to her gender. Her insistence on having her pleasure no matter what, illustrated in the above quote, becomes her success against a social system that has imposed control over women’s bodies. Though Asmahan is unable to liberate her city from the violations of warfare, she is able to articulate change through her body and the liberation of her sexuality. Furthermore, writing and sharing her intimate experiences with her readers is in itself an act of resistance to the forces of nationalism which curb women’s sexuality. By seeking sexual gratification, Asmahan represents an image of a free woman who is liberating her body and voice. 
In the affair between Asmahan and Simon, Al-Shaykh not only negotiates crossing the borders of space and language, she also represents a deconstruction of masculine images through the character of Simon. Asmahan notes: 
He was like two different people: one confident that he was protected from death […] and the other suffering from a fear he couldn’t dislodge, a chronic condition which set in as soon as it got dark. […] He wanted to forget the violence. But even these sexual feelings couldn’t erase the entrenched fear which had become synonymous with his soul. (Beirut Blues 202)

The engagement of men with matters of sexual politics is crucial in deconstructing patriarchal power. Simon helps Asmahan contextualize the immediacy of the war and the closeness of death. But his sincere concern about the political climate reveals the way he is attached to Beirut almost as much as Asmahan, in spite of the fact that he is a foreigner. Asmahan’s attraction to Simon and her love for Naser are not because they possess masculine qualities. Both men’s frankness and their ability to express private feelings of sorrow, fragility and defeat have brought Asmahan closer to them. She shares their plight, no matter what gender, nationality or religion each belongs to. 
Asmahan and Simon’s union conveys Al-Shaykh’s optimism in raising issues of international gender awareness and cultural consciousness. The author introduces them as mediators who articulate against all religious fundamentalism, political disagreements and patriarchal norms that deter exchange and understanding. Asmahan and Simon try to reconnect such divisions through sexual communication, both seeking 
warmth and tenderness from the sound of each other’s breathing. […] I wanted some affection, some physical contact, and crossed into the east as if I was walking a tightrope, swinging wildly between wanting to be with him and wishing I hadn’t come. Eventually the thread that had joined us wore away and we rarely met because our city was divided in two. (Beirut Blues 204)
 
Asmahan and Simon dream of a society which does not discriminate in terms of religion, ethnicity, or culture – a dream that is fragile. Simon mistakenly thinks that his name and religion will not be an obstacle to his mission, and that he can move between the two fighting zones in Beirut. However, the war proves the opposite, disconnecting the two sides of Beirut and leaving Asmahan in the Western sector of the city while Simon is forced to stay on in the Eastern sector.
The complexity of the narrative lies in Al-Shaykh’s construction of border crossings as sites for negotiation and exchange. As Samira Aghacy points out, ‘the act of crossing boundaries between the East and West sides of the city remains an act of blurring differences, though at the same time remaining an act of defiance’ (Aghacy, ‘Rachid’ 198). Although Al-Shaykh does not moralise, she tries to spread the message that differences in religions and ethnicities can be worked out through cultural tolerance. In other words, throughout the novel she outlines her ambassadorial role: to prove that literature can be a space employed to promote acceptance, and, more significantly, cultural understanding. Crossing boundaries becomes a means of achieving dialogue. Through allowing Asmahan to walk a thin line between the political borders of East and West Beirut, Al-Shaykh bridges the gap between the two sectors. A key example can be seen in the scene where Asmahan takes Jawad on a tour of downtown Beirut, and the pair discuss the suffering felt on both sides of the city: 
And yet the place is divided in two. They both suffer in the same way, whether they talk about the war or not. Chasing here and there armed to the teeth to secure flour, fuel, medicine, wasting their time and destroying their nerves in all this instability and chaos. (Beirut Blues 215)

Asmahan is perplexed as to how the city became split, when people in both sects encounter the same difficulties: ‘their children, like ours, are only aware of the country’s historic monuments from pictures in books, and all they’ve ever known is sandbags and toy guns’ (Beirut Blues 216). 
Asmahan’s crossing of real borders chimes with the novel’s allegorical crossing as constructed by Al-Shaykh through the choice of the epistolary genre. Through it, the author emphasises the hope of bringing both the fractured sides of the city and the different imaginary cultures together. The epistolary genre also creates the means through which Al-Shaykh’s cultural ambassadorship can be visualized. In the following quotation, she speaks of what motivated her to use this technique: 
Writing letters was the only way to maintain contact, to keep relationships and learn about news; sometimes letters also had an air of secrecy. […] I wanted Beirut to become a place cut off from everything: from communications such as telephones, telegrams, planes, etc […] completely removed from reality so that only Asmahan’s voice, the writer of these letters, is heard. […] I wanted each letter to be like a fragment which will correspond to the devastation of one’s soul, the city, the village and the people. (qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.)

Through her letters, Asmahan not only tries to connect the divided city, but also brings together faraway places, people and ideas. This is revealed in the diversity of her potential addressees: Hayat, Naser, and real-life figures like Jill Morrell and Billie Holiday. Her letters become a means of crossing political, linguistic, and cultural borders. Asmahan yearns for readers of her letters. Each letter demands a thoughtful consideration, a response and ability ‘to look backward and forward, as remembrance and prophecy’ (Kauffman, Special xiv). Even if these letters are not received by her addressees, they remain important to herself and her readers because they function as real life experiences of a war-surviving woman. We, the readers, become the recipients of her letters. They invite us to enter and witness the privacy and the restlessness they engender. Through her letters, we observe Asmahan’s transformation from being one of the victims of the civil war to that of being the artist who is able to rebuild Beirut’s past and present through writing. 
Epistolary writing, as Linda Kauffman states, becomes an act of ‘revolt staged in writing’ for women writers who find in writing the means through which they defy certain social traditions (Kauffman, Discourses 18). Writing, for Al-Shaykh, is a source of power and an act of rebellion where she finds the place to question and rebuild the world around her. Moreover, the letters reflect the author-narrator’s hope of reaching many readers across cultures. Kauffman notes that:
the fundamental category of the epistolary is that it must be written to be read. It does not necessarily follow that the letter will be read, much less that it will evoke a response, but as an utterance, it is “dialogic”; its existence depends on sustaining the illusion of a dialogue with the reader. (emphasis original; Kauffman, Discourses 36)

In writing novels-letters, Al-Shaykh and Asmahan are interested in creating opportunities for dialogue and cultural crossings. Their words help us to understand, comment and judge people and events through creating an act of interaction. In interview, Al-Shaykh speaks of how ‘the effect of the war had changed the architecture of the city so drastically. So I thought I would rebuild its past on paper’ (qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.). Writing the past of Beirut, as she remembers, results in a letter three hundred pages long. As she admits, ‘I was subconsciously bidding goodbye to that painful period in my life’ (qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.). Moreover, Al-Shaykh and Asmahan see in writing a significant process that allows for connectivity and linkage with others. 
Through the epistolary genre, Al-Shaykh introduces the potential for a transnational imagined community of women by blending historical facts with fictional narrative. Crucially, Asmahan, in her letter to Jill Morrell, expresses herself as one of the civilian hostages and not one of the political factions. Asmahan’s letter to Morrell shares a universal anti-nationalist vision with people around the world who see war as an act of barbarism which affects innocent individuals, regardless of their culture, religion or ethnicity. Her narrative, portraying the traumas of war, positions her as a kind of hostage enslaved by war. Disconnected from the outside world, Asmahan sympathises with Jill and explains how the war does not differentiate between Christians and Muslims. Asmahan writes to Jill:
I’m a hostage just like your friend, lover, fiancé. What does it mean to be kidnapped? Being separated forcibly from your environment, family, friends, home, bed. […] I was abducted to a city which resembled the one I’d lived in originally with its clear skies, changing clouds, and some small details of life. (Beirut Blues 26)

Asmahan’s letter is not just about identification with McCarthy. More importantly, it exemplifies Al-Shaykh’s ambassadorial encounter between Arab and Western cultures. Asmahan’s letter to Morrell is a message of transnational feminist solidarity where Al-Shaykh politicizes women’s roles in wars, suggesting that their fate is commonly shared with other individuals caught up in war, regardless of their geopolitical locations or cultures. Both Asmahan and Morrell have had their lives blighted by war and want their plight to be brought into the public arena, Asmahan through her letters and Morrell through her campain. Writing, then, is the process through which Asmahan and Morrell see borders as locations for change, ‘copresence, interaction, interlocking understandings and practices, often within radically asymmetrical relations of power’, and not as sites for separation and detachment (Pratt, Imperial 7). This process, which Mary Louise Pratt defines as the ‘contact zone,’ brings together the ‘social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other’ (Pratt, Imperial 4). Though there are no letters from Jill Morrell included in Beirut Blues, the whole concept of the letters serves these two women’s needs in attempting to build bridges of communication. Their insistent writing of letters suggests that they want their protest to be heard, and that they need to register their presence as women affected and victimized by war. Asmahan writes to her friends, while Morrell, unable to write to McCarthy himself, petitions government agencies, diplomats and journalists in order to bring about his freedom. Asmahan writes a letter of comfort, urging Morrell to self-restraint and patience, as she demonstrates her own worries and fears for the life of her Palestinian ex-lover, Naser, and the kidnapping of Hayat’s husband. Through these letters, we can trace a compelling project of transnational feminist solidarity, where Asmahan negotiates her way through cultural, linguistic, social and spatial boundaries.


Beirut: A City of Diversity 

Just as sexual love and women’s liberation can challenge the war, Al-Shaykh, in her love for the city, affirms a kind of love that evokes passionate feelings of belonging. Interestingly, these can coexist within a multicultural perspective. Al-Shaykh mediates her cultural ambassadorship through using Beirut as the scene for her early experiment in East-West encounters. Although Asmahan wants to remind her readers of the futility of war, she is more interested in exploring and recounting the emotional attachment the city can bring to mind. She explains how feelings of belonging and of commitment to Beirut are more powerful than feelings brought about by the war. However, Asmahan shows how love for the city helps to cross political divides. In spite of the ravaging war, the city, presented in an almost human manner, is the dominant character in Beirut Blues. Asmahan says, for example, that ‘I can picture you lying under the sun and rain […] I suppose you’re alive: you bear fruit, grow thirsty and cold’ (Beirut Blues 71). While she wants to identify with the city, the war has made this process difficult, and her homeland is portrayed as a site of alienation and dislocation. As Rushdie explains, ‘physical alienation […] almost inevitably means that we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that was lost; that we will, in short, create fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary homelands’ (Rushdie, Imaginary 10). Asmahan imaginatively recreates the city through two images of Beirut: ‘I seem to see Beirut with its soul and guts hanging out, then I see it strong and unyielding and am filled with affection for it. Life appears normal, despite the collapse of its outer trappings’ (Beirut Blues 195). The ‘soul and guts’ imagery leaves Beirut as a human body, slaughtered and brutally molested. But the city has another face to which Asmahan returns constantly. Asmahan’s refusal to leave Beirut in its hour of need springs from a sacred commitment to the city which she loves, in spite of her recognition at the end of the novel that she is not content in her life there: ‘Why am I allowing myself to forget that I felt like a stranger even in my own house? Didn’t I begin these letters by saying that I was a hostage in a place where I no longer understood what people were saying?’ (Beirut Blues 270). Yet Asmahan sees a city that promises a better future, one of self-fulfilment and freedom. As the novel closes, Asmahan meditates:
How can I put years of patient waiting, fear and astonishment behind me? Naser made me greet the war gladly like him; Simon showed it to me at close quarters and now Jawad is trying to take me away from it. What is peace? I carry my war with me wherever I go. I can hear the bullets spraying around us now, although the sky is quiet, the mountains are peaceful and the airport is full of cheerful noise. I want to go back to the house and garden and familiar faces, to the pleasurable feeling when the fighting stops of getting dressed at last and doing my hair. (Beirut Blues 271-2)

As Samir Khalaf points out: ‘in dark times such romanticization [of the place] becomes understandably pronounced. It serves as final refuge and sources of reenchantment’ (Khalaf 205). Beirut has become an integral part of Asmahan: it gives her the sense of endurance necessary to survive long hours of helpless waiting and imprisonment. She becomes certain that if she leaves, she will lose the meaning of survival. Within this traumatic war, Asmahan wants to prove that life still goes on in Beirut. The city provides her with courage, power and responsibility. She insists on seeing in Lebanon, in its cities and villages, its loving, good-natured people. In her letters, to add colour she chronicles the fabric of everyday life: her family, her grandfather’s sexual endeavours in the village, her grandmother’s religious prayers and the sound of Billie Holiday records in the city. 
Through visualizing her relationship to the city, Asmahan thinks significantly of how this relationship has been different from Jawad’s perception of the city. For her, it is about the multicultural mixture of Lebanon. Beirut is ‘a ball of many colours rolling along […] Bronzed faces, immodest bathing costumes, cafés and sports clubs; women with dark eyes ringed with kohl, world-famous singers, artists, girls on motorbikes […] The contradictions make the inhabitants of Beirut seem eternal’ (Beirut Blues 61). Asmahan sees in Beirut ‘a city with soul’ where she is ‘like a bee, discovering the honeycomb’ (Beirut Blues 62) with its diverse mixture of ethnicities, cultures and religions. For Asmahan it is also the city that fulfils dreams of prosperity and unlimited pleasures, and this also helps to create an atmosphere of plurality. Al-Shaykh, who shares her protagonist’s vision, sees in the city an exciting place of discovery and beauty. In spite, or perhaps because, of these contradictions, Beirut remains the eternal, mysterious and magical city. 
Beirut, land and city, is free, vibrant and alive in Asmahan’s mental eye. The city, as represented in the novel, is both ‘the real and imagined, personal and communal, at war and at peace, eastern and western’ (Adams 210). It is a metropolitan city which houses Christians, Muslims, Shiite, Druze and Maronites. This is why Asmahan rejects Jawad’s vision of the city. Jawad sees only divisions: 
He only sees what is in his camera lens and recorded in his notebook. I don’t want to become like him, collecting situations and faces and objects, recording what people around me say to give my life some meaning away from here. I don’t want to keep my country imprisoned in my memory. For memories, however clear, are just memories obscured and watered down by passing time. […] I want things to be as they are, exposed to the sun and air, not hidden in the twists and turns of my mind. (Beirut Blues 271)

Jawad’s experience of the city and his intrigue in it is defined by his being a long-time migrant. His nostalgic gaze limits Beirut to a sense of the past, to an existence only in memory. For him, the city is motionless, an archetype preserved in his mind. 
Asmahan senses Jawad’s detachment from Beirut, commenting that:  
He’ll continue to be ignorant of what’s happening, even though he has heard and read about you and tries to suffer with those who suffer at your hands, but his imagination can’t grasp the ruins and the deserted shops he’s passing now. (Beirut Blues 195)

Asmahan’s intimacy with the city excludes Jawad. For her, as reflected in the letters, the city is her real lover and Beirut becomes the place of romance. 
The epistolary form lends credibility and a sense of the proximity to the events about which Asmahan writes. In letter after letter, she recalls the past in a serene and self-contained way. Her remembrance is a part of her need to protect and keep hold of the beautiful days which remind her of the tranquillity of Beirut and of her comforting retreat to the village. In these letters, a substantial part of Asmahan’s childhood and youth is revealed. She recalls how the reality of the war has even become a part of the lives of many Lebanese, of what Samir Khalaf has referred to as the ‘normalized and routinized’ nature of the daily cycles of the city (Khalaf 237). 
The people in Asmahan’s life become immersed in the city; Beirut becomes an overwhelming power which each character remembers and responds to differently. As Carole Boyce Davies states the act of ‘re-membering,’ is a process that allows for ‘the crossing and recrossing of a variety of boundaries’ (Boyce Davies 17). Asmahan remembers meeting a villager who expresses his frustration with the war through painting: ‘Painting was Abdullah’s release in this war, and why not? He was like the people who had never picked up a pen in their lives except to note down their expenses, and then began pouring out their sorrow and anger on to paper’ (Beirut Blues 117). 
The war has affected the physical landscape of Beirut, but has touched neither Beirut’s determination, nor the hopes of regaining its former glory. The city is consumed by war, yet it emerges from war, a symbolic representation of the phoenix, which emerges from fire, renewed and stronger than before. This is the myth of a city that possesses curative powers to heal its wounds, though Al-Shaykh does not attempt to idealize Beirut’s past. In spite of the significant role played by Asmahan’s flashbacks, Al-Shaykh sees no value in romanticizing a past which only destabilizes the present; learning how to change and rebuild one’s present is more important. As Al-Shaykh explains, 
the Lebanese people don’t want to look back and discuss the war or even think about it. They don’t want to understand it; they don’t want to analyze it so that they can live peacefully with it. They are putting it in a dark closet. (qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.)






	Beirut Blues reflects Al-Shaykh’s love of her country yet liberates her from the sense of guilt she experienced in leaving Lebanon. In this novel, Al-Shaykh searches for an alternative way to understand home, one which can cross the boundaries of nations and unseat nationalism as a privileged, masculinist domain. Her narrative also reveals that under ever-changing circumstances it is hard to maintain one’s national identity. Her protagonist’s vision, despite her bewilderment about the war, is that ‘I’m still in my own place, but separated from it in a painful way: this is my city and I don’t recognize it. I’m a stranger here’ (Beirut Blues 34). Similarly, Al-Shaykh possesses a broader vision, believing that anti-nationalism and feminism can collaborate in the hope of connecting with other cultures. Although this collaboration may be at the expense of departing from one’s homeland into the sadness of exile, the novel suggests that it is important that individuals move on in their lives. Al-Shaykh does not feel that her new homeland is a remote space. The need to connect and communicate with other people and cultures characterises the ambassadorial nature of Al-Shaykh’s literary role. It reflects Homi Bhabha’s vision that ‘the “other”’ is never outside or beyond us; it emerges forcefully, within cultural discourse, when we think we speak most intimately and indigenously “between ourselves”’ (emphasis original; Bhabha 4). 










































‘A Culture of One’s Own’: Cosmopolitanism and Alternative Diplomacy in Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Only in London 

As a woman, I have no country,
	As a woman I want no country,
As a woman my country is the whole world. (Woolf 197) 

I don’t feel like a Londoner or Lebanese at all. Yes, I am Lebanese in a way. But I don’t feel I’m half English or anything. But I feel that in a way, there is a place in London which I belong to […] If I would feel Londoner or Lebanese, I wouldn’t exist. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Schlote, ‘Interview’, n. pag.) 


	Al-Shaykh, as we have seen, has always been ready to question the conventions of Arab culture and Lebanese national identity. The critique of nationalism and patriarchy analysed in the previous chapter (which focused on Al-Shaykh’s novel Beirut Blues) reveals Al-Shaykh’s successful attempt to detach herself from Arab nationalism, paving the way for the implementation of a stronger feminist cosmopolitan position. The results can be traced through Al-Shaykh’s later fiction, and in this Chapter I will argue that Only in London (2001) crowns Al-Shaykh’s ambassadorial role of cultural crossing. Inhahā London yā Azizi was published in 2000 by Dar Al-Adab. The English translation is by Catherine Cobham and was published in English under the title Only in London in 2001, hereafter abbreviated to London. I will argue here that Al-Shaykh has shifted into a new, cosmopolitan phase, in which the feminist critique of patriarchy and the empowerment of female subjects she developed in Beirut Blues are given broader visions in Only in London. Her personal reconciliation of her identity has enhanced Al-Shaykh’s feminist cosmopolitanism, and led her to question the East-West schism and the notion of female subjectivity as portrayed in the novel. For the most part, this position is the outcome of a debate which focuses on the complexities of her position as an Arab living in the West, and, from a literary point of view, her importance as a writer. Through literature, Al-Shaykh provides an alternative, anti-institutional and anti-nationalist kind of diplomacy in which she transcends the binary of the Arab world and the West. 
Central to Al-Shaykh’s ambassadorial role is her consciousness of the physical and symbolic significance of cities. Through framing Al-Shaykh’s migratory experiences in capital cities, I will examine how she comes to terms with these places in her life and in her fiction through using them as cultural meeting points. Al-Shaykh’s work suggests that the literary representation of cities depends on the existence of a cosmopolitan culture, which I define below. A contradictory mixture of adventure, danger and fun, Al-Shaykh’s cities reflect multifaceted sides which manifest themselves in thrilling taxi rides, crossing checkpoints in Beirut, late-night wanderings in London, amusing trips to Harrods, and visits to embassies and to London’s BT tower. For the female protagonists, exploring London becomes an allegory of a quest in which a sense of belonging is reached through identification with major cityscapes. 
I will approach this chapter with a number of questions in mind. Al-Shaykh’s literary preoccupations range from the cultural representations of Arabs to male-female relationships. What brought about her use of more sophisticated cosmopolitan characteristics? How does Al-Shaykh perceive her new homeland? And how do Al-Shaykh and her Arab protagonists negotiate and find their own niche within London’s urban spaces? To answer these questions, this chapter has adopted the following structure: Section One will explore cosmopolitan theory and the politics of representing cities, showing how the literary representations of cities can reflect the everyday mixing of people from different ethnicities, classes and cultures. Section Two will highlight Al-Shaykh’s own migratory experience, and her reconstruction of the notions of ‘home’ and ‘abroad’ through her reflection on cities. My use of the terms ‘home’ and ‘abroad’, incidentally, derives originally from Susheila Nasta, Home Truths. The final section will present a reading of Only in London. My aim is to show how, through her female protagonist Lamis, Al-Shaykh has completed a cultural crossing, moving towards a full identification with a cosmopolitan feminist stance. In the context of this chapter, cosmopolitan theory is the discourse I will use to explain Al-Shaykh’s interrogation of identity, cosmopolitanism and cultural change. 


Cosmopolitanism and the Politics of Cities

Where does one culture begin and another end when they are housed in the same person? (Sahgal 36)

Cosmopolitanism is an integral constituent in today’s world. The concept originates etymologically from the Greek words ‘kosmos’, meaning the world, and ‘polis,’ meaning the city (Concise Oxford Dictionary 323). It has been associated with several overlapping meanings: a ‘cosmopolitan’ is someone who is ‘familiar with or representative of many different countries and cultures, having an exciting and glamorous character associated with travel and a mixture of cultures’ (Concise Oxford Dictionary 323). Al-Shaykh embodies the cosmopolitan figure. Her experience of living in cosmopolitan London and her willingness to travel and interact with people from other cultures are indications of such an identity.
As a permeable concept, cosmopolitanism suggests a diverse, pluralist ideology, and connects the subject with his/her political and cultural surroundings. Theorists have used the concept to refer to various lifestyles, cross-cultural co-existence, and different cultural exchanges, originally ‘produced by empires which bring together diverse peoples and cultures’ (Zubaida 1). For Sami Zubaida, cosmopolitanism is not just the outcome of the ‘mere co-existence of cultures in one place’ (Zubaida 4). Rather, it is ‘the development of ways of living and thinking, styles of life which are deracinated from communities and cultures of origin, from conventional living, from family and home-centredness, and have developed into a culturally promiscuous life, drawing on diverse ideas, traditions and innovations’ (emphasis original; Zubaida 2). Zubaida traces the concept of cosmopolitanism in various historical periods and from different artistic and intellectual perspectives, considering the role played by sociological and ideological systems. 
Hybrid cultures are a distinct feature of cosmopolitanism. In recent years, the construction of cultural identity has been associated with a globalised era that dislocates and ‘de-centres’ its subjects. For Stuart Hall, the new diasporas, which have resulted from postcolonial migrations, have forced individuals to ‘inhabit at least two identities, to speak two cultural languages, to translate and negotiate between them’ (Hall, ‘Question’ 310). ‘Cultural relativity’, according to El-Sayed Yassin, is a hallmark of cosmopolitanism (Yassin 51). He argues that if cultural relativity is applied to a multicultural world, no culture would be able to undermine other cultures, since each has its unique features that should be respected. This harmony is not realisable in practice, as cultural disparaging and social injustice characterize our world. Yet Yassin does not seem to be interested in exploring the negative implications of cosmopolitanism. His vision is affirmative, suggesting that cosmopolitanism, and to a larger extent globalism, are essential systems which facilitate interaction and encourage dialogue between cultures: ‘cosmopolitanism and globalism meet under common human ideals, forming the basis of universalism’ (Yassin 52). Renato Resaldo takes this one step further by arguing that, especially in the context of the increasing international debates of the post-modern era, a culture cannot maintain a homogenous existence. He states: 
Neither ‘we’ nor ‘they’ are as self-contained and homogeneous as we/they once appeared. All of us inhabit an interdependent late 20th century world, which is at once marked by borrowing and lending across porous cultural boundaries. (Resaldo 87)

Sceptics of cosmopolitanism take a different view. Their criticism springs from their perception of cosmopolitanism as a tool that enforces America’s global and cultural hegemony. Timothy Brennan condemns the concept of cosmopolitanism for its support of transnationalism, globalization, and so-called hybridity which promote cultural domination by Western countries, mainly the United States (Brennan, At Home 35). He criticizes cultural theorists who censure cultural particularities and nationalism, and implement instead cosmopolitan conceptions that simply reinforce a culture of imperial hegemony.
Brennan disapproves of the concept for another reason.  He criticizes the celebration of Third World writers in Western academic institutions and the publishing industry, arguing that this attention conceals behind it a form of homogenization which categorizes these writers as the cultural elites of their societies: ‘Being from “there” […] is primarily a kind of literary passport that identifies the artist as being from a region of underdevelopment and pain’ (Brennan 38). In this regard, cosmopolitanism can be negative because it is not used to defend cultural plurality, but to preserve cultural difference. Brennan thereby, pinpoints a contradiction that is inherent in cosmopolitanism. On the one hand, there is a hegemonic tendency to diminish cultures into one global American model. On the other hand, cosmopolitanism implies a counter-discourse to the above, one which entails preserving cultural difference and enforcing otherness.    
Sharing Brennan’s position, Simon Gikandi criticizes cosmopolitanism by emphasizing its Eurocentrism. He sees in cosmopolitanism another form of eliminating local cultures that are integrated within one ‘global cosmopolitan culture; a new European identity’ (Gikandi 593). Criticizing Paul Gilroy’s Against Race, Gikandi argues that, in promoting a cosmopolitan European identity, Gilroy falls into the same trap of racism that he is trying to criticize: ‘when it comes to his European identity, Gilroy seems to embrace the camp mentality he has set out to deconstruct and denounce in his book’ (Gikandi 601). Gikandi states:
The very institutions that were supposed to will into being universal and cosmopolitan identities were not simply corrupted by racialism, but were immanently racialist, if not racist. The idea of a European community might appear to be the embodiment of a transnational brave new world, but on closer examination, the European Union performs national institutional beliefs and practices at a continental level. (Gikandi 599)

Both Brennan and Gikandi agree that cosmopolitanism only serves some Third World elites who have benefited from their new locations in the West. People in many countries of the world, according to Gikandi, who are still ‘facing unimaginable social problems such as poverty and HIV/AIDS [,] might consider – indeed do consider – concerns with racism to be the peculiar preoccupation of spoiled minorities and ‘postcolonial’ émigrés in the First World’ (Gikandi 599). 
In spite of being a complex and ambiguous concept, as the analysis reveals, cosmopolitanism remains a constructive model that helps us to see beyond our cultural particularities and reminds us of our responsibilities towards people from other cultures. I take my cue from Kwame Anthony Appiah’s perception of cosmopolitanism. Appiah argues that it is no longer feasible to think of the world today in terms of the West and the Rest (Appiah xxi). It is even more dangerous to hold to certain local values as more satisfactory than universal ones. Cosmopolitanism, in this respect, offers a potential balance between the two (Appiah xxi). Through cosmopolitanism, Appiah pushes towards the need for ‘conversation’ between people and cultures. He writes ‘conversations across boundaries can be delightful, or just vexing: what they mainly are, though, is inevitable’ (Appiah xxi).    
Ulf Hannerz argues that cosmopolitanism requires local competence and knowledge of other cultures. He states: ‘cosmopolitanism tends also to be a matter of competence, of both a generalized and a more specialized kind. There is the aspect of a state of readiness, a personal ability to make one’s way into other cultures, through listening, looking, intuiting, and reflecting’ (Hannerz, Transnational 103). Through her writing, Al-Shaykh expresses this state of readiness to redefine the boundaries of cultural identity in a cosmopolitan, postcolonial context. Her vision is based on a cultural borrowing, in which the subject’s symbolic system cannot be based on one system alone. Where once Al-Shaykh’s creativity was fed by her love of her homeland she now draws on London for cultural inspiration, evolving a cosmopolitan perspective that has refined her feminist mission. 
Al-Shaykh’s cosmopolitan views and the cultural exchange in which she takes part suggest what Stuart Hall conceives of as the individual’s ability to maintain access to several other cultural systems. Hall asserts that:
The world is not divided up neatly into particular distinct cultures wedded to every community. People need access to cultural meanings in order to live a life that is meaningful, but everyone does not need just one of these cultures, which is single, coherent, integrated and organic. […] It is not that we are without culture but we are drawing on the traces and residues of many cultural systems, of many ethical systems – and that is precisely what cosmopolitan means. It means the ability to stand outside having one’s life written and scripted by any one community, whether that is a faith or tradition or religion or culture –whatever it might be – and to draw selectively on a variety of discursive meanings. (Hall, ‘Political Belonging’ 26)

Al-Shaykh affirms her cosmopolitanism in two ways. The first is through her rejection of being categorized within a national model of any country. As the epigraph to this chapter demonstrates, she acknowledges that part of her is Lebanese, but another part, she asserts, is British. These identities are not in opposition to one another, having, rather, a complementary effect on her. The second is her commitment to questioning identity categories in general. Identity, for Al-Shaykh, is a problematic construction that is always apt to change. She does not perceive it as an entity that is singularly constructed. Relations with one’s family, home, country, nationality and personal experiences are all elements which, taken together, constitute one’s multiple identities. 
As Munira Al-Fadel explains, cosmopolitanism for Arab women entails ‘departure whatever shape or disguise it might take: movement, migration, or exile’ into another culture (Al-Fadel, ‘From Localism’ 55). She argues that Arab women, in particular, have a ‘driving need, at a certain moment in their lives, to move away from home’ (Al-Fadel, ‘From Localism’ 56). Al-Fadel, incidentally, does not identify the Arab women writers she discusses in her essay. In attending a gathering arranged by Lebanese Women Researchers, Al-Fadel explains: ‘Words such as “escape”, “interact”, “self-discovery” were reiterated [by the women participants], asserting that “home” is one of the principle sites of domination and conflict for Arab women’ (Al-Fadel, ‘From Localism’ 56). In the light of this argument, it is interesting to note the shift in Al-Shaykh’s feminist standpoint in Only in London when contrasted to that in Beirut Blues, where the protagonist decides to stay and survive the war. As will become clear, Only in London establishes the right of Arab women to move, change homelands and travel independently across cultures. Al-Shaykh regards migration, departure and mobility as constructive symptoms of interaction, where the female subject is ‘not forced to choose between ghettoisation and assimilation’ (Yerasimos 36). She believes that the subject has the freedom to negotiate more than one space at the same time. 
Al-Shaykh’s own journey can be viewed in this same context. Before settling in London, she was constantly on the move. Al-Shaykh’s hope, that there is the possibility of dialogue between cultures, reveals her coming to terms with herself and with her identity (Ghazaleh, n. pag.). This has given her the freedom to distance herself from her national heritage. As a result of this detachment, she has discovered a new sense of cosmopolitanism. She has also enabled herself to identify more fully with women writers from other parts of the globe, finding that they share the same cultural tenets and literary concerns and, like her, have ‘made a country of [their] own’ (qtd. in Ghazaleh, n. pag.), most significantly in their writing (The title of this chapter refers in part to a phrase used by Peter Caws ‘A Culture of One’s Own’). Writing about subjects that concern Arab women has enabled her to reach out towards a transnational community of women whose concern is consciously to share feminist themes and voice the transcultural experiences of women.  
Hall states that we are living in a ‘double consciousness’ (Hall, ‘Political Belonging’ 30). In ‘communities that are not simply isolated, atomistic individuals, nor are they well-bounded, singular, separated communities’ (Hall, ‘Political Belonging’ 30). He states that what is needed is the open space of ‘a kind of vernacular cosmopolitanism’ which is a ‘cosmopolitanism that is aware of the limitations of any one culture or any one identity and that is radically aware of its insufficiency in governing a wider society, but which nevertheless is not prepared to rescind its claim to the traces of difference, which make its life important’ (Hall, ‘Political Belonging’ 30). As a consequence of her contact with different cultures and the development of a feminist awareness, Al-Shaykh’s understanding of this double consciousness has changed over time. Her fiction dramatizes cosmopolitanism, hails her capacity to embrace different ideologies and customs, and rises above the binary thinking of East-West without favouring either. Al-Shaykh insists that all cultures can be perceived as sites of change and exchange. From this perspective, it can be argued that her journeying into the cultural spaces of cities has evolved as part of a necessary process of cosmopolitan maturity. 
Literary representations of cities can be appreciated through these definitions of a cosmopolitan culture. As the most tangible entities of our modern urban existence, the cultural mechanisms of cities are implemented and practiced by individuals’ daily interactions. In an increasingly globalised world, cities have become central and have provoked more ambivalent responses than ever before. Many writers and historians have explored different visions of the city and the semiotic meanings embedded within the various strata of city life. As Raymond Williams explains, the city is the subtle embodiment of a ‘decisive modern consciousness’ (Williams 239) where modern writers have become engrossed in it to the extent that ‘all sources of perception seemed to begin and end in the city’ (Williams 235). Burton Pike develops William’s views in his study The Image of City in Modern Literature by looking at cities through both the writer’s and the reader’s preconceived meanings and exploring the attributes they assign to the city. The city accordingly possesses what Pike conceptualizes as a ‘double reference’: the ‘real city’ of the outside world and the ‘word-city’ in the minds of authors and readers—a relationship between the two which is ‘complex’ and ‘indirect’ (Pike x). One recurrent image is the construction of the city as a ‘human phenomenon’. For the historian Lewis Mumford, the city is the place of the ‘urban drama.’ It is the place of the ‘making and remaking of selves’, which provides ‘a multitude of new roles and equal diversity of new potentials’ (Mumford 114-116). Besides experiencing the city as a physical space, Mumford argues that an ‘inner drama’ shapes our ‘intimate self-understanding’ and, as a result, ‘a richer development’ on the personal level can be achieved (Mumford 116). Thus, the city has an integral place in writers’ imaginations. But it is also located in the popular imagination as a place of political drama. As Deborah L. Parsons asserts: ‘there are infinite versions of any city’ where ‘the urban writer is not only a figure within a city; he/she is also the producer of the city’ (Parsons 1). 
For women writers, the city has evolved around the need for a feminist consciousness of gender issues and women’s rights. It has witnessed several periods of anxiety in Arab women’s lives regarding their own sense of power, freedom and mobility. Samira Aghacy notes that the body of literature produced by Lebanese women writers during the 1960s has established a strong attachment to the city, where women seek ‘individual freedom as well as public involvement and political commitment’ (Aghacy, ‘Lebanese’ 504). The city is depicted as a challenging place that ‘promises liberation from domestic routines and the freedom to explore oneself in private as well as public forms of experience’ (Aghacy, ‘Lebanese’506). Moreover, cosmopolitan cities have played a role in women’s lives that is different from rural settings, which are traditionally characterized by confinement and isolation.  They have empowered and nurtured women’s hopes for achieving emancipation and individuality. The city emerges to dissolve the boundaries between the personal and the political. It is where women writers challenge the patriarchal spaces of power that try to dominate and silence them. 
For a writer like Al-Shaykh, empowered by a cosmopolitan, feminist vision, the city is so powerful that it even appears to be a human being with a spirit, a personality and a life of its own. Through encounters with the city, women build up strong relationships with their surroundings in an attempt to define and negotiate their cultural spaces. 
Building on the argument that Beirut Blues explores the limits of nationalism from a feminist perspective, I contend that Al-Shaykh, in her later work, represents feminism and cosmopolitanism as integral entities. As the next section will reveal, this is not simply a theoretical argument for Al-Shaykh, but the result of her personal journeying between cities.


Cities through Al-Shaykh’s Personal Lens

My life has been in stages: Beirut to Cairo to the Gulf to London. When you move from one place to another you recreate yourself; you become another person, no matter how strong you are. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.)


City life offered new challenges and encounters for Arab women writers living in the 1960s and 1970s. Al-Shaykh made the best of this experience. Coming of age during the 1960s, her relationship with cities began when she left Ras al-Naba, a conservative suburb in Beirut. This journey started on the periphery, progressed via West Beirut, the crowded and adventurous city life of Cairo and the stillness of the desert in Saudi Arabia, to end in the metropolis of London. Through each encounter, Al-Shaykh was confronted with a deeper understanding of what home constituted, and at the same time she established a meaningful communication with several places. Home/homeland and the feeling of belonging are not related to definite geographical places for Al-Shaykh: home can be found in multiple locations. In her outlook, I would argue, home is the place which tolerates and promotes various perspectives, changing conventions and cultural differences.
Al-Shaykh’s cultural experience and her devotion to her role as a writer have enabled her to perceive cities through the lens of a cultural ambassador whose concern is with points of contact and exchange. She uses cities and places to formulate a cosmopolitan identity for herself and her literary works. This reflects her own life, especially her travels. But it also reflects her wider concerns with cultural diplomacy. She has matured into a writer who values the challenges offered within cities, and understands people’s mixed feelings of displacement and alienation, having encountered them herself. In order to give the full picture, Al-Shaykh has also explored cultural differences from the point of view of tensions, clashes and the mixing of cultures.
	The city and the village, through Al-Shaykh’s eyes, are multifaceted constructs. As a child, she tried to find a compensation for the absence of familial love brought about by her parents’ divorce. This was effected through her connection with places, whether in the mountains or in Beirut. As she states ‘I felt, even at an early age, that places have a spirit. They’re like alive’ (qtd. in Schlote, ‘Interview’, n. pag.). Whereas the village triggered Al-Shaykh’s interest in writing, the city has activated her sense of vitality and dynamism. When talking about her home in Beirut, Al-Shaykh states, ‘I felt that our house in Beirut was a person, with an individual personality, who talked to me, who could like or hate me – a human being in every sense of the word’ (qtd. in Ghazaleh, n. pag.). Her cities embody people’s day-to-day experiences, ambivalent feelings, inner struggles and, above all, cultural interactions. Al-Shaykh’s words, in the quotes above, express the reason that cities hold a particular fascination in her works: it is because cities have this substantial impact on our lives, and, for her, the power to change human beings. 
	Life in Beirut left a new impression on Al-Shaykh. The city carried in its layers more opportunities than the restricting authority of life in the village. In Beirut, Al-Shaykh found a partial escape from the confinement of home and traditions, where the village stood for ‘backwardness, ignorance, [and] limitation’ (Williams 1). But due to her father’s poverty and her family’s social class, she built up a sense of shame and rejection of her background. Al-Shaykh states ‘In Beirut, we lived in a street full of Beirutis. We were from the south, we always felt like outsiders’ (qtd. in Ghazaleh, n. pag.). Whenever she had to cross the city to send her father his lunch, she used to feel embarrassment and displacement. The same feeling used to possess Al-Shaykh when she went to the mountains on her visits to her mother. She states: ‘I always had a sense of alienation: I’d go to the mountains and then Beirut and be unhappy in both, wishing I was in the other’ (qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.). Al-Shaykh registered her need to break free from her double bind, her parental home and the need to find a place where she could feel at home. This led to tensions and a failure to communicate with her family members and  it was at this point that Al-Shaykh wrote her second novel, Faras Al-Shaytan (Praying Mantis) (1975). This is a semi-autobiographical narrative of Al-Shaykh’s experiences growing up in a conservative Shiite family where Sarah, the main protagonist, is brought up by her strict, religious father.
Leaving the village and (later) Beirut, Al-Shaykh freed herself from a past that included oppression and taboos. Her departure heralded the break from a patriarchal upbringing and a growing need for self-creation no longer limited by tradition and family. Cairo, her next stop at the age of eighteen, marked the beginning of a new life. Cairo was like a ‘multilayered text’ (Aghaci, ‘Lebanese’ 506) and because her experience there was completely new and different, Al-Shaykh was able to decipher its secrets. Her choice of Cairo was significant: she not only wanted to finish her high-school education, but also wanted to recreate herself away from the confining traditions of her youth (Campbell 791). During the 1960s, under the leadership of Jamal Abdel Nasser, Cairo was the centre of Arab nationalism. However, Cairo, for Al-Shaykh, was not about Arab nationalism (Rakha, n. pag.). Cairo meant freedom; since her time there, she has become a productive writer. What is fascinating in her journey to and through Beirut and Cairo is the parallel journey that she has undertaken towards the discovery of the self. In this sense, we can see all of Al-Shaykh’s novels as interconnected, sharing a narrative of emancipation that has very clear personal origins. 
	In the spaces of Cairo city, Al-Shaykh became aware of her potential: ‘In Cairo, everything was different: I was alone, I could invent myself. I liked modern things, I wanted everything to be modern. I was a different person […] I had nothing to do with who I had been in Beirut’ (qtd. in Ghazaleh, n. pag.). The experience in Cairo, then, gave Al-Shaykh a sense of achievement and individuality, helping her put aside her past. But after four years, there she returned to Lebanon where she worked as a journalist, a job in which she was successful. With the eruption of civil war and an obsessive fear of death, she left Lebanon again, declaring that ‘she wasn’t leaving a homeland, [she] was leaving people with no identity, no values, nothing […] I had never felt I really belonged’ (qtd. in Ghazaleh, n. pag.). 
Since a feeling of security could not be achieved through the construct of ‘home/homeland’, Al-Shaykh was ready for another departure. London, her final destination, became another exposure to, and an immersion in, a new culture. This helped her simultaneously to assess her relationship to different cultural locations as an Arab living the Western experience and to come to terms with herself. Al-Shaykh developed a consciousness of ‘here’ and ‘there’, where she felt that she did not only leave 
buildings and trees and the colors of fruits or certain voices which make you feel at home; you also leave yourself […] I left that Hanan there. So I don’t think I have a place in Lebanon. Even nostalgia doesn’t visit me anymore! I know that I’ve joined all the many restless people in the world who don’t belong anywhere. (qtd. in Sunderman, n. pag.)

This sense of ‘nowhere’ empowered Al-Shaykh’s cosmopolitan position and enabled her to approach cultures from this new perspective.
Starting a literary project about border-crossing and cultural mediation in her novel Beirut Blues, Al-Shaykh has developed this interest into a wider cosmopolitan perspective, where life in London now has a positive impact on her cultural vision. Moreover, she recognizes her literary mission of trying to build bridges between the Arab and Western worlds. This is reflected in her novels in the ongoing references to embassies and airports as spaces for cultural mixture. However, Al-Shaykh’s literature introduces us to a different face of embassies and airports: as the spaces in which we find expatriates, migrants, diplomats and nationals abroad. She does not use embassies as nationalist enclaves or official sites where each country tries to exert its influence abroad. Instead, they are wonderful cultural links and complex spaces where people from various ethnicities and backgrounds mix and move beyond traditional borders. In Women of Sand and Myrrh, for instance, the protagonist Suha recalls how she and her husband-to-be, Basem, were interrogated at the British embassy in Beirut. They were trying to obtain visas to attend Wimbledon. It is then, while waiting for the visas to be issued, that Suha and Basem decided to get married in London. The visa officer suspects their relationship. Basem reflects, ‘Did you notice the questions in the embassy? What’s your relationship to each other? Are you engaged? It must have been to find out if we were fedayeen, or perhaps just because we were a young man and a young woman travelling together’ (Women 79). In this sense, for Suha the embassy is the locus that has disturbed the monotony of her life in Lebanon. It becomes her first step towards a life characterized by mobility. 
Like embassies, airports are essential components of Al-Shaykh’s novels. Airports represent cross-road spaces for easy communication, where people’s fates can be intermingled. As we have seen in Beirut Blues, both Asmahan’s realization that her place is in Lebanon and her decision to stay take place while waiting for a delayed aeroplane at Beirut International airport. The aeroplane metaphor carries an important implication at the beginning of Only in London. As Christiane Schlote writes, ‘the plane serves as the perfect metaphor for the shrinking of distances […] and has played a significant role in the increased migration worldwide’ (‘Hanan Al-Shaykh’, n. pag.). The aeroplane is represented, like London, as a cosmopolitan space. The aeroplane which brings the four main characters together becomes a symbol of modern life, reconnecting the characters’ past with their present, and narrowing the vast spaces not only between cultures, but also between human beings. It is the ‘in-between’ space where people’s various differences are submerged. In the next section, Al-Shaykh’s cosmopolitanism and feminism are unearthed through her most influential literary work of cultural encounter, Only in London. 


Only in London: The Story

Only in London tells the story of three Arabs and one Englishman: the Iraqi Lamis, the Moroccan Amira and the Lebanese Samir, alongside the English Nicholas. Their coincidental encounter, on a plane from Dubai to London, is the beginning of a novel related by an omniscient narrator who, thus, has easy access to the public-private structure of Arab and London cultures. As in Beirut Blues, Al-Shaykh is careful not to present stereotypical models of Arabs. Instead, she offers various Arab expatriates, whose voices have generally been marginalized in their original societies. The critique of Arab and English stereotypes are placed in the same context—the large panoramic view of the city.
	In the prologue, in a comic scene depicting the characters caught up in the middle of air turbulences through their journey to London, Al-Shaykh presents a snapshot into the life of each character where feelings of confusion, relief, displacement and fear intermingle. She uses airports (at which the characters meet and from which they depart) as cosmopolitan intermixed spaces open to cultural encounters and as cross-roads in people’s life journeys. The four characters leave with a promise to stay in touch.
	Lamis is newly divorced after twelve years of oppressive marriage to a wealthy Iraqi. Free from the suffocating commitments and economic dependence of her marriage, she returns to London full of anxiety and anticipation. She discovers a sense of self-determination through her new confrontation with London, a city by which she is fascinated, and yet in which she is trapped. 
Amira, a long-time resident in London, had experienced poverty, loneliness, and sexual harassment in her homeland, Morocco. To escape all this, she turns to prostitution and discovers the power of her body and sexuality. Upon meeting an English tourist in Morocco, Amira felt ‘London [is] walking beside her’ and ‘how nice “London” was, and how well-mannered’ (London 170). She decides to emigrate to London and ‘to think seriously about her body and men and wealth’ (London 169). 
Samir is the epitome of the naïve Arab visitor. He is unknowingly induced into smuggling diamonds in a monkey, which is forced to swallow the stones. Samir arrives in London hoping to improve his economic situation. Most importantly, he appreciates a city which accepts his sexual orientation as a gay without restrictions or taboos. Walking in London’s streets, Samir notes: 
Back home people thought London was walking in the mist wrapped in a heavy coat and a furry pair of boots […] and that London was Piccadilly Circus, Oxford Street, Big Ben and Buckingham Palace. London was freedom. It was your right to do anything, any time. You didn’t need to undergo a devastating war in order to be free to do what you wanted, and when you did do what you wanted, you didn’t have to feel guilty or embarrassed, and start leading a double life and ultimately end up frustrated. (London 149)

Through Samir’s character, Al-Shaykh retells the negative impact of the civil war that she explored in Beirut Blues. Samir’s words show how the war has influenced, and even shaped, people’s ways of thinking. For Samir, the war is present in the memory, though he is trying to free himself from its impact.
	Nicholas is an expert in Oriental antiques who works at Sotheby’s. During a period of work in Oman, he became familiar with some Arab customs and traditions. His fascination with Oriental objects drew him towards Lamis, whom he met on a flight to Heathrow. Al-Shaykh problematises Nicholas’s perception of Lamis as an Arab woman, and traces an Oriental theme through contrasting what is imaginative and real in Western stereotypes of Arab women. 
	Though the characters separate upon their arrival in London, the narrative traces routes which show Amira finding solace in her strong friendship with Samir, while Nicholas and Lamis, subsequent to an accidental meeting in a museum, embark upon a cautious love affair. The novel shows how, in the metropolis, the characters’ diverse experiences and fates intertwine. Lamis, Amira and Samir are immigrants who are cut off from their homelands. By deciding to live in another country, in what seems to be a radical displacement from their old lives, they still look back contemplatively at their past. This is in spite of bitter childhood memories. In their countries, they all shared the fact of living in poverty. Lamis, a poor Iraqi who left Najaf for Lebanon and Syria, was cajoled into a loveless marriage at a very young age in order to rescue her family from severe poverty. Amira grew up aware of gender discrimination and was a victim of sexual abuse and abandonment in a society that preferred male children. Samir also had a difficult childhood. Coming to terms with the past becomes a crucial element in the narrative as each character needs to reconcile his/her self before establishing a life in London. 
Arriving in London leads to a surprising sense of security for the characters. Ironically, upon her arrival at her ex-husband’s flat, Lamis feels like ‘an exile returning home’ (London 7) glad that she is in London. She even thinks of kissing the ground at Heathrow. The unique effect of London touches even the sense of the English, Nicholas: ‘Nicholas reached out a finger, like Adam, towards London, the finger of God, and Oman receded and became a distant planet’ (London 4). The ‘presence of green [makes Nicholas] feel at one with the world’ (London 4). London means different things to each character: lured and challenged by the city, Lamis, Nicholas, Samir and Amira find themselves in the vortex of day-to-day experiences. 
Al-Shaykh has articulated her feminist cosmopolitanism through the theme of love connecting the East-West divide, women’s subjectivity and the representations of the city. These will be examined in the following sections.


East Meets West: A Love Story

The most intriguing and complex relationship in the novel is the love of Nicholas and Lamis. Al-Shaykh uses them to dramatize a colonial past that both stimulates and spoils their love, positioning them between the ‘self’ and the ‘other’ as embodiments of the East/West relationship. According to Edward Said’s analysis of Orientalist discourse, the East has been represented as the feminised temptress. Al-Shaykh’s ingenious interpretation of this image allows her to portray the sexual encounter that governs the relationship between East and West. Rasheed El-Enany considers that the generation of writers which came after the colonial period have developed a view that is surprisingly ‘very rational and appreciative’ towards the Western ‘other’ and its cultural system (El-Enany 2). The ‘occident’, he argues, becomes both ‘an object of love and hate, a shelter and a threat, a usurper and a giver, an enemy to be feared and a friend whose help is to be sought’ (El-Enany 2). Al-Shaykh had asserted this view in an interview which predates this extract, stating ‘I’m from a younger generation. For those writers [Tawfiq Al-Hakim, Tayeb Salih, and Yusuf Idris] the West is always foreign women their heroes desire and on whom they want to wreak revenge for colonialism’ (qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.). Al-Shaykh does not create her characters with the motivation of revenge. As a feminist, Al-Shaykh does not see in the relationship between the West and the Arab world a colonial confrontation that is based on hostility and dominance. On the contrary, it is a relationship that springs from a feminist consciousness that endorses the need to converse culturally. 
History functions on the semiotic level, justifying Lamis’s longing for a sexual encounter with the Western ‘other’. Early in the novel, she reflects on this colonial mentality which still apparently dominates East-West relationships. Lamis remembers how she heard stories about Arab women falling in love with men just because they are English, and when she finds she has lived in London for more than ten years without knowing many Londoners, she ponders, ‘How is it that I don’t know a single English person to invite for a cup of tea, or a beer? They’re out of bounds to me, just like the city’ (London 13). She believes that the only possible relationship that can emerge between Arab women and English men is through the women’s English male doctors: 
Mr Collins was the gynaecologist. He was the one who knew she’d remained a virgin after her husband’s early attempts at making love, and he knew when she lost her virginity, and when she became pregnant. He witnessed her stomach swelling month by month, and he learned where she came from and who her family were, and he guided another Arab out of her; an English hand plunging inside her, acting as a mediator between her, her offspring and her husband. […] A special relationship grew up between Arab women and their doctors, the only British who came into contact with their bodies. (London 17)

	Echoing the way that Asmahan and Simon’s relationship functions as a method of crossing the Eastern-Western divide of the city in Beirut Blues, Al-Shaykh develops a theme of crossing divides in Only in London, but this time she sets it in a cosmopolitan context. For her, the connection between the two cultures is maintained through physical contact and sexual encounters between Arab women and Western men. The English doctor’s hand, plunging into the Arab woman’s body, can be read as two forms of allegory. The first reflects the historical violation of the land by the imperialist colonizer; in this view, the East becomes a feminized entity. The second reveals an alternative yet equally Orientalist discourse, which positions the salvation of Arab women as possible only through the modern Western saviour, recapitulating Gayatri Spivak’s famous, ironised statement, ‘White men are saving brown women from brown men’ (Spivak, ‘A Critique’ 2204). Lamis, in this second interpretation, cannot escape the historical resentment that her culture harbours against the Western world. Ironically, her inability to build bridges with English people and with their culture feeds her willingness to start a relationship with any English man, in spite of her subconscious fear of the ‘other’. Earlier in the novel, Al-Shaykh provides the necessary information concerning Lamis’s personal history and her psychological make-up: when Nicholas finds her passport in the aeroplane, Lamis’s comment that ‘the Englishman had given her back her life’ (London 2) suggests how psychologically she has been waiting for deliverance at the hands of an Englishman. 
Through the pairing of an Arab woman (self) and English man (other), Al-Shaykh matches the Eastern Lamis with a Western counterpart, Nicholas. Through this, she attempts to convey a ‘reconciliatory view of the other’ (El-Enany 186). Nicholas’s profession and his amateur passion for Arabic art, emphasised through his work at Sotheby’s and his connections with Leighton House Museum, offer a parody of Orientalism. The museum becomes a ‘contact zone [...] an ongoing historical, political, moral relationship – a power-charged set of exchanges, of push and pull’ (Clifford, Routes 192; Clifford uses Mary Louise Pratt’s term ‘contact zone’ to refer to museums). In spite of his attraction to the Arab people and their culture, Nicholas cannot escape his historical imperialist heritage any more than Lamis. His image of Lamis is presented at the beginning of the novel. The first time he sets eyes on her, when returning her lost passport, Nicholas sees in Lamis another exotic and erotic adventure:
He looked back at her for longer than he meant to, thinking of the naked Devedasis he’d seen two days before in the stillness of the temple at Khajuraho, with their seductive bodies, full breasts, bracelets on their arms and ankles, rings in their ears, girdles around their waists and ties that hung down at the back –whether they were sitting, standing, looking straight ahead or to one side, with their hair flowing or their faces raised, they evoked desire. (London 2)
 
This can be seen as an instance of Orientalism because Nicholas reduces Lamis’s Arab identity to the image of erotic women of Indian temples, and marginalizes her to a fantasy of the insatiable Oriental harems he has seen in the paintings and statues found during his travels. 
The fact that Al-Shaykh allows Lamis and Nicholas to meet again by chance at Leighton House Museum is central to the core of their relationship. The former studio-house of the late Victorian artist Fredric Lord Leighton (1830-1896), Leighton House Museum is famous for its Arab Hall. The Hall is the centre of the house, a luxurious space with exotic and colourful decorations that display the tiles that Leighton collected during journeys to Syria. It unveils an intriguing vision of the Orient (Leighton House Art Gallery Museum, n. pag.). The coincidence of Lamis and Nicholas meeting there symbolizes the possibility, but also the fragility, of a cultural bridging where the historical colonial legacy and the disparity between cultures may hinder diversity. While taking a tour with a group of visitors in the museum, Lamis is reassured by a ‘feeling of familiarity’ about the place (London 61) in spite of her earlier feelings of loneliness. She places herself in an Oriental setting which she visualizes as containing ‘women who were desperate to become pregnant, to see their husbands return, or to be cured of illness; women whose features were blurred behind the circles and squares of the carved screens’ (London 61-2). Lamis is engrossed in ‘a vista from One Thousand and One Nights’, when she realizes that the actress in the performance is not interpreting the woman’s role as accurately as she should be:  
She doesn’t know how to lie on the sofa […] or to look out through the wooden lattices. They frame images engraved on our collective memory, not theirs. I know what those silent artefacts would like to say. I know their history and what they’ve seen. If only I could lie there while Lord Leighton mixes his colours and silence envelops the house and the wind rustles in the trees. (London 62) 

Just as Lamis is desperate for somebody to take notice of her presence, thinking that ‘one of these people must be feeling as [lonely] as she [is] now’, she sees Nicholas (London 63). Lamis guides Nicholas through the mysteries of an Oriental tour, finding that ‘she knew the walls of the tour of Leighton House Museum, and the steps and doors, like a blind man who has found out by repetition and practice how to avoid the pitfalls’ (London 64). Lamis becomes an incarnation of the harem women she visualized earlier and Nicholas, in this sense, is projected as her Western deliverer. Thus, in her subconscious, Lamis is enslaved by the image of the exotic Arab woman, willing to please her partner’s sexual fantasies as part of a process through which El-Enany suggests ‘the culture of the self loses ground to the culture of the other’ (El-Enany 7). El-Enany argues that the relationship between the ‘self’ and the ‘other’ is one based on an inferiority complex on the part of the ‘self’, in this case the Arab figure. This inferiority has no roots in the ‘host society’ but is a “‘carry-over’’ feeling’ from the Arab character’s own culture (El-Enany 195). Feelings of repression and dominance have not yet been ‘cleansed’ from the Arab’s psyche. Reading the inferiority complex of the Arab figure seems credible. However, if we take into consideration the dynamics of reconciliation and the process of maturity that Al-Shaykh forces her protagonist to undergo, then we can appreciate that the novel tries to transcend this inferiority complex. This, as Al-Shaykh suggests, can be achieved through the reconciliation of the self which Lamis undergoes while in a relationship with Nicholas. Thus, for the success of their relationship, Lamis and Nicholas have to redress any historical and cultural constraints which prevent the continuity of their love.
An important aspect of Al-Shaykh’s cosmopolitan ambassadorial role in Only in London is her recognition that the core of cultural misunderstanding is ignorance rather than disagreement. Nicholas helps Lamis learn how to fit in with British culture. But, despite his ostensible love of Eastern culture, he becomes afraid of her. This affects their relationship to the extent that Nicholas decides to go to Oman, giving them both a space to reassess their attraction to one another. His fear originally relates to his conceptionalization of Arab women: he feels he does not understand them. Nicholas is bewildered at how contradictory a mixture of traditions and modernity Arab women can be, and thinks:
Even though most of the Arab women living in London insisted they were modern and didn’t conform to the Oriental stereotype, he felt that an invisible barrier separated him from them once he began to work at Sotheby’s. There he met Arab women who wore smart, expensive clothes and had elaborately styled hair. Did they set themselves apart, or feel superior? He never looked at them for too long or too directly […] he never dared do more than glance in their direction, even though he was often in the more powerful position as he explained the details of this or that antique. […] When he discovered that these women were fasting during Ramadan he was completely lost. He tried to enquire, without giving offence, how it was that they were fasting and yet didn’t wear the veil, only to become more perplexed by their response: ‘How are the two things connected?’ (London 46-7)

Nicholas’s confusion stems from the fact that he imagines Arab women through his preconceived notions of cultural difference. Instinctively, he diminishes Arab women into one homogenous group. Nevertheless, his assertion that if he learns the Arabic language he will be able ‘to solve the enigma of their personalities, their customs and culture’ (London 48) reflects the significance he places on building bridges with Arab culture. Nicholas feels that the inability to understand Arab culture is a shortcoming in his own culture. He tells Lamis:
The more contact I have with other cultures, the more I find us naïve. We really don’t understand the political situation in your country. And the more I travel, the more I discover ways in which we English are odd. In my childhood, I thought we were quite normal; yet now I think of the English as being introverted, shy, clumsy. We lack self-assurance. We have so many taboos – over money, wealth, religion and especially sex. (London 161)

Likewise, Lamis is daunted and confused by the way she should communicate with Nicholas, although he is the first love of her life: ‘He thinks he’s not supposed to make eye contact with me, because I’m an Arab woman and I’ve been stamped with a skull and crossbones, and the words ‘Danger, Keep Off’’ (London 105-6). Nevertheless, in spite of their differences, Lamis and Nicholas’s relationship manages to transcend cultural boundaries. Al-Shaykh’s renegotiation of boundaries is both cosmopolitan and symbolic: at the end of the novel both Nicholas and Lamis, succeed in crossing each other’s cultural, religious and social barriers.
As in Beirut Blues, Al-Shaykh’s vision of crossing boundaries in Only in London extends to perceptions of sexuality. In contradiction to strict Muslim and Christian practices which disapprove of sexual freedom, Al-Shaykh sees through sexual encounters between people from different cultures an opportunity for cultural interaction. As a result, it is not just the crossing of national and cultural borders that Lamis has been trying to achieve: she must also cross the sexual barriers in her life. Understanding her sexuality is integral to Lamis’s process of maturity. She rediscovers her long-forgotten sexuality. Her body is used as a signifier for the crossing of borders: 
London after the cinema was waiting for a sign from Lamis before it stepped out of its dress and stood naked before her, and Lamis was waiting for a similar sign from Nicholas. The trees and houses and office blocks had suddenly become London. She was with an Englishman and so, like him, she could feel an indulgence bred of familiarity towards her surroundings. (London 96)
 
The city is a symbol of a woman waiting to be explored. It has its parallel in Lamis, who is ready to show herself naked in front of Nicholas. Al-Shaykh believes that through the power of sensuality and the body, acceptance and recognition of the ‘other’ can be achieved. Before meeting Nicholas, Lamis’s life was uneventful. When their relationship begins, her life changes drastically and she is faced with many new challenges; these are focused through sexuality. In a similar way to Asmahan in Beirut Blues, the sexual act becomes Lamis’s means of resisting all the psychological constrictions accumulated through years of patriarchal tradition:
They were lovers. Lovers’ breath is hot, their eyes lock in a permanent, fiery dialogue, their saliva runs, they breathe loudly through their noses, their chests are as fragile as glass and threaten to shatter when they inhale and exhale. […] She felt that each part of her was stretching into life in front of what she used to fear the most, men. […] she found herself standing completely naked in front of the mirror of reality – Nicholas – and feeling like a child who, upon seeing herself for the first time, becomes aware only by degrees, with a few moments of doubt and fear, that the image in the mirror is really her. (London 126-7)

Lamis’s body becomes the epitome of the undiscovered cultural landscape. What inflames Lamis’s desire further is her recognition that her sexual life with her husband was dull and unsatisfying. She used to resort to fantasy and the touch of a wooden chair whenever she felt the need for sex. The solid and warm feeling of the chair replaces Lamis’s need for the protection and security of a lover and a love relationship. Poignantly, as well as amusingly, chairs themselves seem to have different nationalities:
But there were many men in Lamis’s life. She looked for them wherever she went: tables, chairs and other suitable points of contact, and when she didn’t find them she was disappointed. They were the men in her life; they looked different and came from different countries. The feel she liked best was the pure ebony wood, dark and warm, of a chair from Goa with a pineapple carved on each arm, which she used to rush to whenever she begged to be left alone at home. (London 106)

 Though exposing openly Lamis’s resort to sexual self-gratification seems shocking to an Arab readership, Al-Shaykh’s outspokenness addresses women’s rights to sexual fulfilment. Lamis’s husband is represented as a passive shadow in her life: ‘He was like a eunuch who felt no sexual desire, or at least no urge for physical contact with her’ (London 127). On the contrary, Nicholas rekindles her passion for sex and she experiences even a different sense, ‘a delicious smell, not his skin, or soap, or a smell left behind by the fabric of his shirt, but a new smell – the smell of a chest without hair, an English smell’ (London 102). 
City of Reconciliation: Exploring London’s Arabic Face

You leave the cocoon and want to experience the city. Writing about London rooted me; I became real here. Everyday something makes me feel more at home. (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Jaggi, n. pag.)

Everyone more or less permanently in transit. […] Not so much ‘where are you from?’ but ‘where are you between?’ (Clifford, ‘Travelling Cultures’ 109)

Only in London is Al-Shaykh’s apparent and radical departure from any lingering nationalism, and her embrace of a more mature cosmopolitan framework. Youssef Rakha, who compares Al-Shaykh to a ‘butterfly’, relates the change in tone and literary style in Only in London to a corresponding change in Al-Shaykh’s ‘psychological landscape’ (Rakha, n. pag.). Al-Shaykh has moved a step further towards a positive outlook coloured by humour, eroticism and optimism in Only in London, changing by this style the touch of melancholy that characterized Beirut Blues. John Clement Ball has related the change in postcolonial writing to a major characteristic in the current postcolonial discourse. He argues that postcolonialism ‘has moved from historically oriented models of grievance and resistance to geographically oriented models of diaspora, migrancy, transnationalism, cosmopolitanism, and ocean-spanning relationality’ (Clement Ball 17). Applying this premise to the representation of London as a transnational city, Ball asserts: 
One thing that can be said of all postcolonial narratives set wholly or partly in London is that their characters […] appropriate and imaginatively reinvent the city as a function of their individual and communal experiences of arriving, dwelling, walking, working, interacting, observing, responding, and describing. (Clement Ball 10)

Analysing novels by Sarah Waters, Buchi Emecheta, Beryl Gilroy and Gilda O’Neill, Susan Fischer argues that London’s urban space is not just viewed as a setting, but as a tangible agent in individuals’ lives which is ‘gendered, racialised, sexualized, and classed’ (Fischer, ‘A Sense’ 60). London’s topography ‘becomes a backdrop on to which [contemporary women writers] project their investigations of female creativity, identity and connection’ (Fischer, ‘A Sense’ 60). However, Ball focuses on the experiences of ‘Commonwealth’ writers in London, failing to shed light on the question of the Arab diaspora, or on the literature produced by Arab writers who live and publish in London. Similarly, Fischer reads the literary production of contemporary women writers through the prism of London’s topography, without including the experiences of Arab women writers.
Nonetheless, scholars have shown a growing interest in discussing the literature produced by Arab writers about the Arab diaspora. In an update to her previous study, Fischer compares Only in London to Joan Riley’s Waiting in the Twilight (1987), exploring the position of women immigrants in urban spaces and how they negotiate the global relations of the economic, political and social powers that marginalize them. Women migrants in London find themselves in the middle of a system that they have to struggle with in order to survive and ‘recreate a sense of identity and belonging in the world’ (Fischer, ‘Women Writers’ 109). 
More recently, Zahia Salhi and Ian Netton have explored the literary production of Arab writers in the diaspora. Salhi defines the Arab diaspora as all Arabs who live ‘permanently in countries other than their country of origin’ (Salhi 2) and employs the phrase ‘third space literature’ to refer to the ‘Diasporic creativity [that] has been created in Western capitals, such as London and Paris’ (Salhi 3). Referring to writers such as Hanan Al-Shaykh, Tayeb Salih, Ahdaf Soueif, Assia Djebar and others, Salhi states that even when writing in the language of their host countries, the literature produced by these writers is neither similar to that of  the host country, nor to the country of origin (Salhi 3). 
Christiane Schlote reads Only in London as a novel that belongs to the genre of new urban fiction, and hails Al-Shaykh’s choice of the metropolis as a city that reflects as ‘many experiences and images of London as there are people’. This, she suggests, is because of ‘London’s ever-shifting nature’ (Schlote, ‘Hanan Al-Shaykh’, n. pag.). It can be argued, then, that the complexity of Only in London springs from its ability to create London as both a physical space and a mental perception through the characters’ different accounts of the city. Al-Shaykh takes her readers on a cultural tour of the cityscapes, of places and streets where the private lives of Arab women living in London may not be accessible or visible, either to Westerners or to other Arabs. By empowering her Arab female protagonists to be physically present in the city and with the ability to cross borders, Al-Shaykh finds them a niche within London.
Depicting the power of cities to change people is a theme to which Al-Shaykh returns in all her novels. In Only in London, the city consists of cultural memories, social encounters and hopeful fantasies. As Al-Shaykh puts it:
I noticed that all the years I have been living in London, subconsciously, I have been thinking of the city and how it has received and is still receiving immigrants. Whether they come because of poverty and economic reasons or because of political reasons. They are like a pot full of ingredients, full of reasons. Mainly, they either try to change their lives or continue in this country. But, inevitably, they really change, no matter how they are holding on to their traditions. […] Ultimately, they change. The city makes them change. (qtd. in Schlote, ‘Interview’, n. pag.)	

Using the cliché of the ‘melting pot’ to describe the effect the city has on people, Al-Shaykh tries to reconcile opposing views of immigrants arriving in London. She gives the city the quality of adaptability necessary to mix its subjects, while acknowledging their differences.
In this passage, Al-Shaykh revisits a concern she explored earlier, in Beirut Blues: that of fanaticism. Through her encounters with different cultures, Al-Shaykh seems convinced that some people, instead of opening channels of communication with the host culture, feel threatened by it. As a result of migration into a new culture, people change and they ‘either become fanatics more [sic] here or more liberated’ (Al-Shaykh qtd. in Schlote, ‘Interview’, n. pag.). This results in a sense of isolation, and an inward-looking approach. Such an approach might, she fears, open the way to fanaticism and extremist beliefs and ideologies. Al-Shaykh’s cosmopolitan ambassadorial role can be seen in her concern that people should appreciate each other’s cultures and accept the fact that they will eventually change as a result of their encounter with their new surroundings.
Perhaps the best way to approach the psychological dimension of the characters (in relation to London’s private and public spheres) is through the narrative of Lamis. Syrine C. Hout reads Lamis’s development as a form of Bildungsroman, a common construct in Arab as well as European novels (Hout 38); Nedal Al-Mousa explores the development of the Bildungsroman in the Arabic novel. Lamis’s development is not restricted to her subjectivity and independence. It also affects her reconciliation with London and its places. Upon her return to London, Lamis’s first contact with the city takes place through the window in her ex-husband’s flat. Restricted to such a limited perspective, she fails to see London as the familiar place in which she has lived for a long time. Paradoxical feelings of ‘loss and regret’, fear and anticipation overwhelm her. But though she feels helpless and detached, she still recognises the limitations of the house: it is ‘preventing her from facing reality’ (London 9). 
Al-Shaykh maps her cultural perception of the city by providing her characters with freedom of mobility on the streets of London. Events are structured to emphasize the movement of characters journeying from the privacy of bedrooms to the more public spaces of restaurants, shops and casinos, beauty salons, embassies, museums, and clinics. Early in the novel, Lamis’s feeling of insecurity upon experiencing the new side of the city shows how she used to escape the public sphere into a taxi whenever she felt lost. Her growing sense of insecurity stems from a recognition that she still cannot free herself from her husband’s dominance. Lamis has been programmed to appreciate her domain within the domestic sphere, making the city a place to fear and one in which to avoid interaction. Lamis’s choice of transport within the city confirms the invisible barrier that is created between her and the city. Distancing herself from the public space eventually results in Lamis alienating herself from any kind of contact with the people around her. She feels the pull of the place, but tries to detach herself from any responsive commitment to its attractions. Whenever she is safe in a taxi, the closed space of the car reminds her of the domestic space that suggests seclusion and privacy. Her confusion and insecurity are evident: 
The infrequency of taxis in the street troubled Lamis. But why? [...] She could walk from here to her flat, even though it would take an hour. Why was she worried about finding a taxi? She could take a bus or go on the Underground. A taxi was not a security blanket, or a buoy to hitch up to in the city. She wouldn’t get lost. She had eyes and ears. She could read the names of the streets and understand directions […] But she arrived at a main road and stood, feeling guilty, impatient, waiting to flag a taxi, just as she had in the past […] and she only relaxed when she saw a taxi for hire and was safely inside it. (London 57) 


	Al-Shaykh is not concerned with judging the city itself so much as the effect the city and its spaces have on its inhabitants. Places in London have helped Lamis’s emotional and psychological growth. For example, her increasing self-confidence displays itself through her relationship with the BT tower. This structure is used as another display of the city’s enchantment, beauty and magnificence. Lamis, who is accustomed to seeing the BT tower from the security of her bedroom, feels its power and dominance over the place and especially over herself. It is a ‘Disneyland creation studded with coloured lights to a dismal grey watch’ (London 54). Lamis’s visit to the BT tower is another journey which helps her growing self-assurance. Having a bird’s-eye view of London fills her with a sense of euphoria: ‘Now she realized how the sun lit London, and that the sky was a protective skin. At any moment she expected to see God in human form, as he appeared in religious paintings, the light descending from his fingers like rods of water’ (London 264). When it is scrutinized from above, the city looks original and new. The BT tower, itself guides Lamis in London spaces ‘like a light house [to] a lost ship’ (London 263). In Lamis’s quest for her new identity, the tower’s physical presence carries a symbolic, religious meaning similar to that of a mosque. Eventually, London becomes a guide for Lamis, enabling her to overcome her feelings of loneliness and to find a niche for herself within its multifaceted temporal and spatial nature. She expresses this in the following terms: 
I wanted to see London like an outstretched palm, like something lying in front of me without a past or a present, or like the past holding the present in its grasp: the Tower of London, the river and the South Bank – all in one view, without foreigners, accents, languages, the Queen, homeless people, traffic wardens; and to see the whole place disappear when I put my hands over my eyes, and when I took them away again, to see a spot of colour – children playing basketball in a school playground, dots of colour, their skin and clothes all mixed up. (London 266)

This comforting sensuality is portrayed in the stretching out of this imaginary hand in what can be read as a large-scale image of warm welcome. Through capturing a panoramic view of London, Al-Shaykh celebrates both cosmopolitanism and the city as a centre for cultural tolerance. Lamis dreams of living in a world where past and present lose their presence and where various differences are embraced. This imagery is portrayed through the association between the eye and the hand. Hands have the power to comfort, heal and show affection. There is an almost universal cultural language where the hand communicates instead of the spoken word. Where the human eye can differentiate and label individuals, hands often seem to connect people from various nations. Through Lamis’s covering and reopening of her eyes, Al-Shaykh refers to the level of disintegration that exists in our contemporary world. Lamis, and arguably Al-Shaykh, wishes to see a different reality by which people’s racial, cultural, religious and ethnic differences can be put aside. The image of adults replaced by children represents the purity and innocence which adults lack, but which exist among children: Al-Shaykh suggests that they never pay attention to the colour of one’s skin, accent and religion.
	The passage also suggests Lamis’s nostalgia for the simplicity of a different reality; a life that is free from any cultural baggage that seems to hinder people’s interaction. Lamis wants the emblems of English civilization and British identity to disappear, too. As she reopens her eyes, she wants this new and simple world to be only an image of an innocent childhood that becomes nothing more than patches of colour or simply dots. 
	The association of London with hand imagery is demonstrated earlier in the novel when Lamis and Nicholas are driving along the city streets. When she is with Nicholas, Lamis sees London as ‘the palm of a human hand intricately criss-crossed by deep and superficial lines’ (London 183). London is given a human quality which makes it not only alive and vibrant, but also powerful, seductive and vulnerable. This is a complex imagery through which the author tries to draw attention to the fact that, just as the hand lines intersect, so do people’s fates. Hands offer protection and the ability to reach out to others. Similarly, Nicholas tries to reach out to Lamis, offering her protection and love.
Returning to London is another challenge that Lamis has to face. Yet it is not an impossible challenge. In spite of the fact that she has been living in London for more that ten years, London’s topography remains a mystery because she has been confined to the Iraqi community, completely dependent on her husband. Lamis remembers how ‘her ex-husband and his mother had closed the door to London in her face’ (London 23). Her only adventure and communication with the city occurred when she went to Soho. She had been warned by her husband and her mother-in-law that ‘the streets of Soho were full of sexual deviants’ (London 11). This interaction with the city empowered Lamis to construct the female self that develops during the course of the narrative. When Lamis actually goes to Soho, filled with curiosity she sees how the place is not, as her mother-in-law had warned her, full of sexual deviants, drugs and alcohol. On the contrary, the cafés are full of people enjoying themselves in a carefree atmosphere free from the guilt—a guilt which Lamis has always felt whenever she left her husband’s house. Lamis sits in a pub, excited by the sensation of freedom. Her visit to Soho, though a fleeting, symbolic crossing, appears to confirm people’s ability to move freely across boundaries of race, gender, and nationality in a social network: Soho’s atmosphere encourages a sense of community and a tolerance for various cultural and ethnic differences. 
Lamis’s engagement with her surroundings enables her to renegotiate some cultural and gendered positions in London’s society. Buoyed up by the courage she develops, this visit is essential to her psychological development. She is able to challenge the patriarchal order of the world which her husband and his mother inhabit, and to express her desire to integrate with a society that both recognises and accepts her difference. In a similar way to Asmahan who triumphantly crosses the borders created by war, this sense of momentary challenge and resistance gives Lamis a sense of empowerment. Her emerging self-confidence gives her some pleasure and satisfaction. Nevertheless, the guilt complex that revisits Al-Shaykh’s female protagonists is related to the gender construction of Arab women, who are programmed to feel guilty for diverging from their traditional roles. During her marriage, Lamis’s internal conflicts concerning her gender and role as a wife and a mother used to surface whenever she was away from her husband, son and house. Guilt, as discussed in the previous chapter, was influential in Al-Shaykh’s life. It helped her compromise her feelings towards her homeland, the matter that enabled her to adopt a cosmopolitan perspective. But guilt has other facets. Al-Shaykh and her protagonists are intelligent, intellectual women who seem to be liberated. However, the author often appears to portray her female protagonists as unable to dispose of the roots of their traditions and their dependency on men, leading to the emergence of a sense of guilt. As I perceive it, this creates a struggle for the novelist herself. At a certain point in her life, she encountered the need to accept her husband’s choices. Al-Shaykh reveals the subtlety and challenge of finding independence without sacrificing love. 
Al-Shaykh establishes a unique sense of London, in which places like Edgware Road’s ‘little Arabia’ and Hyde Park are places ‘too much like home’ (London 216) because of the high number of Arabs living there. Hyde Park becomes ‘the ideal place [for young men to] meet their future wives, even if only at a distance […] far away from society’s prying eyes and whispered remarks, [it] offer[s] plenty of chances, in poetic surroundings’ (London 216). Here again, though certain traditional communities do not allow relationships between the sexes out of the wedlock, the place encourages a freedom of communication and interaction among men and women from various ethnicities and cultures. The city of London mirrors Al-Shaykh’s own liberal gaze.
This movement from one area of the city to another suggests that mobility governs people’s lives. In one incident in the novel, London’s cosmopolitan atmosphere excites Samir. He notes: ‘the Moonlight Café, Maroush, Ranoush Juice, Beirut Express, the Elegant Clothes Store and there were Arabs in long white robes, black abayas, and contemporary fashions […] “My goodness!” he exclaimed involuntarily. “It’s incredible! Mazraa Street has moved to London!”’(London 23). As he sees the metropolitan side of London for the first time, Samir’s excitement is sincere. People move within places like Leighton House Museum, the BT tower, Hyde Park, the Edgware Road and other obvious architectural landmarks. These places function as guides and sources of revelation for people seeking relief, pleasure, business or fun.
Al-Shaykh’s cosmopolitan vision of cities allows her to see the city as a space where she can assert her feminist vision, interweaving the cityscape with gender issues. Like Beirut Blues, Only in London emphasises the importance of female subjectivity as a political response to the limits of conventional gender roles. The novel proclaims women’s rights to be visible in the city. For Asmahan in Beirut Blues and Lamis and Amira in Only in London, the journey into city spaces is a recurrent pattern that shapes women’s spatial interaction. Their explorations of cities increase their sense of emancipation, from Asmahan’s tour with Jawad in the heart of war-torn Beirut to Lamis’s explorations and Amira’s shopping escapades in London. In this they resemble the flâneur. 
Here, again, Deborah L. Parsons’s study is instructive. Adapting Walter Benjamin’s concept of the flâneur as a man wandering the modern city, Parsons contends that not only does the female flâneuse exist, but that ‘a female observer corresponding to the social figure of the flâneuse can be found in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when women were achieving greater liberation as walkers and observers in the public spaces of the city’ (Parsons 6). 
Parsons’s analysis helps us to see distinctively the ‘tangible and walkable metropolis’ (Parsons 14). Women writers place themselves and their female protagonists ‘on the pavements of the city rather than floating detachedly above it’ (Parsons 15). Similarly, in Only in London, the female perception is given in the narrative of Lamis and Amira, where both have an interactive relationship with the city. They are negotiating their presence and demanding recognition and visibility in the cityscape. They represent the image of the flâneuse, but also specifically the Arab flâneuse whose presence on London’s streets announces women’s use of public places to cross patriarchal lines. In fact, this process is more complex for Arab women as they also need to cross other racial and cultural barriers. Nevertheless, the Arab lifestyle (dress, music, language) has become a part of London’s cosmopolitan society. The female self is explored in relation to the cultural landscape, where the Arab woman defines and negotiates her way through the complex combination of being an Arab and being Westernized. When looking at her friend Belquis, Lamis notes ‘the cult of the single brand: the Chanel bag, the Chanel buttons: the intertwined ‘c’s […] signalling that their wearer was entitled to be part of the circle’ (London 59). 
Arab women find ways of feeling at home and asserting their individuality. For example, though Amira is a prostitute, she is not sketched as an immoral woman; instead, she is an assertive woman of influence and confidence. Her plot to reinvent herself as a Gulf Arab princess to mislead rich Gulf men entails deception and wit. Furthermore, her presence in the luxurious spaces of London (the Dorchester and the Mayfair hotels as well as expensive shops such as Harrods) enables her to reinvent her self-image and social class. She is able to master the public spaces of the city while still preserving her humanity and warmth. In a very touching episode at the end of the novel, Amira prepares for her best friend’s funeral and pays all the expenses. She even provides accommodation for Samir and his monkey. Amira represents the true meaning of friendship and solidarity. Through her, people’s need for human affection and security overcome all forms of cultural, religious, and ethnic difference. 









	What Al-Shaykh sees in the city is an image associated with her own experience: a city that is full of possibilities, hopes, and opportunities. Most importantly, she emphasizes the need for an affinity between feminism and cosmopolitanism in an attempt to build up a future of cultural understanding. The empowerment of women will, in her view, eventually lead to a significant change among cultures. The issue of literary ambassadorship has been stressed in this chapter in an attempt to show how Al-Shaykh’s use of cities supports her cosmopolitan vision and her role as a literary ambassador. In this, we might even say that her cities are kinds of texts, just as her texts are virtual city spaces. Both operate as ambassadorial channels for communication and exchange. As a migrant writer, Al-Shaykh tries to reach her metropolitan reader: the text becomes the meeting place where cultural and linguistic dialogues are mediated. 












Margaret Atwood’s National and International Diplomacy 


Cultural attitudes in novels are not usually invented by the novelist; they are reflections of something the novelist sees in the society around her. (Atwood qtd. in Oates, ‘My Mother’ 72-73)

	Margaret Atwood’s preoccupations have variously included Canadian nationalism, American imperialism, the theme of survival, the cultural myth of the wilderness and sexual politics. Due to her prolific and often dazzling literary output, scholars have amply analyzed Atwood and her work in ways that touch upon most of her cultural, political, and feminist challenges and they have thoroughly explored and examined Atwood’s multiple literary skills and genres. Various volumes of literary criticism have been published that have specialized in Atwood’s novels and poetry. The Cambridge Companion to Margaret Atwood, published in 2006 by Carol Ann Howells, has been the most recent book edited on Atwood that covers many literary aspects of her works. 
My own interest in Atwood stems from seeing her as another feminist ‘diplomat’ alongside Al-Shaykh with whom she shares a common ground of literary ambassadorship. As a cultural mediator, Atwood’s feminist interests overlap with Al-Shaykh’s where both try to open up a feminist dialogue within cultural spaces. In the light of this belief, my reading of Atwood in this chapter will highlight two arguments. As explored in the previous two chapters, Al-Shaykh’s rejection of nationalism paved the way for a cosmopolitan feminist perspective. She has contoured her literary interests around the salient themes of East and West and has sometimes petitioned for ‘literary passports’ that can be mediums for cultural interaction. In contrast, it will be argued here that Atwood has carved an alternative path, working within national and international frameworks. As she is aware of the changing dynamics of Canada and the world at large, Atwood has resituated nationalism and internationalism in her works to meet the demands of contemporary life in her fiction. While the two writers adhere to a feminist agenda, Atwood, unlike Al-Shaykh, has never lost her allegiance to nationalism. In this chapter, I will explore how, while preserving her Canadian national pride, Atwood has consistently supported a feminist project. In her novels, Bodily Harm (1981) and The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), she takes an alternative literary route to the transnational feminist dialogue through placing two of her Canadian protagonists in similar conditions to those in which women in some parts of the Middle East and Arab countries live.
Secondly, to my knowledge, no attempt has been made at analyzing Atwood’s literary production in terms of an Arab-Western encounter. There are possible explanations for the dearth of studies on Atwood involving an Arab perspective. Firstly, there is a scarcity of Middle Eastern representation in Atwood’s works. It is not surprising, then, that there are no scholarly discussions explaining this East-West encounter, as it is only a minor aspect in Atwood’s fiction. This is despite the fact that Atwood’s most widely acknowledged international novel, The Handmaid’s Tale, has been caught up in discourses of Arab-Western cultural relations, as discussed in Chapter Two. Second, literary critics may have been reticent about undertaking a study that draws on Middle Eastern/Arab concerns. The reason for this is that Atwood’s critics find more interest in exploring subjects that are only relevant to the West. Reading Atwood’s fiction from an Arab perspective reveals that literary representations of Middle Eastern and Arab cultures rarely exist in Atwood’s works. Whenever found, these literary representations are presented in a Western cultural context and from a Western perspective. Yet, as I go on to explain, Atwood’s earlier writings of the 1970s, as well as her latest fiction, refer to East-West relations. 
The structure of this chapter is as follows: Section One will discuss the issues that have shaped Atwood’s engagement with Canadian nationalism and feminism. The focus will be on Atwood’s earliest phase during the 1960s and 70s, where national self-determination and the establishment of a specifically Canadian feminism were at the core of her literary endeavour. In Section Two I will examine how Atwood has a less problematic relationship with nationalism than Al-Shaykh. However, like Al-Shaykh, Atwood’s feminism has helped her and her texts extend beyond national boundaries. Section Three moves towards the next phase in Atwood’s literary career: the period of the 1980s in which she opened up her Canadian contexts to address directly Canadian-American relationships. This period witnessed a shift in Atwood’s voice. In her postcolonial and dystopian novels, Bodily Harm and The Handmaid’s Tale, she has expanded her feminist standpoint beyond Canada. The aim in these sections is to take a position among those scholars of Atwood’s works who have contested her multiple affiliations and mapped her literary phases. However, my position in regard to these scholars differs through presenting a reading of the Arab-West encounter and the transnational theme in Atwood’s works in the next section.
Section Four focuses directly on Atwood’s negotiation of East-West relations, including Oriental stereotyping, exoticism and cultural alienation. I will examine two short stories from her 1977 collection Dancing Girls and one story from Bluebeard’s Egg (1983) both of which treat these themes. Though I tend to agree with those scholars who analysed Atwood’s work within the time spans of the 1970s, 1980s and post 1990s as discussed in this chapter (Staines 12, 15), these stories, I will argue, sow the seeds of international interests that have become more important in her later works. More significantly, however, Atwood’s early use of Middle Eastern/Arab characters seems simple, dated and even stereotyped in comparison to her later fiction. In The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and Cat’s Eye (1988) Atwood engages in contemporaneous matters regarding East-West relations, and shows how much these relations have changed during ‘the war on terror’ era. This progression is especially clear in her novel Oryx and Crake (2003). This study will suggest that one can observe Atwood’s conscious playfulness in depicting cultural stereotypes and the increasing political sensitivity of East-West relations during her literary career. Besides, it emphasizes Atwood’s movement towards transnationalism as the means through which she explores relations between the West and the East.
As the 1990s mark an integral phase in Atwood’s literary diplomacy, this chapter ends by establishing the background for the next chapter on Atwood’s novels Cat’s Eyes, and Oryx and Crake. I intend to show how, through the national frame, a truly international vision has emerged in Atwood’s recent writing. In the above two novels, Atwood no longer takes Canada’s national identity for granted. Instead, she revisits nationalism, but only to reconstruct an alternative Canada within a multicultural space. In other words, Atwood refigures nationalism and feminism in a cosmopolitan sense that is achieved in Al-Shaykh’s Only in London. The subtle changes in Atwood’s approach to the Arab contexts and characters she portrays are an important measure of such an emergence, but also a measure of how both writers are increasingly surrounded by polarized political contexts.


Constructing Canadian National-Feminist Identity in the 1970s
	
I don’t think Canada is ‘better’ than any other place, any more than I think Canadian literature is ‘better’; I live in one and read the other for a simple reason: they are mine, with all the sense of territory that implies. Refusing to acknowledge where you come from […] is an act of amputation: you may become free floating, a citizen of the world (and in what other country is that an ambition?) but only at the cost of arms, legs or heart. By discovering your place you discover yourself. (Atwood, Second Words 113)


Women are not Woman. They come in all shapes, sizes, colours, classes, ages, and degrees of moral rectitude. They don’t all behave, think or feel the same, any more than they all take Size Eight. All of them are real. Some of them are wonderful. Some of them are awful. To deny them this is to deny them their humanity and to restrict their area of moral choice to the size of a teacup. (Atwood, ‘If You Can’t Say Something Nice’ 20)

Atwood’s early interest in issues pertaining to national identity politics accompanied the development of her feminist and political thought. Her literary career matured during her ‘Canadian national phase’ of the 1960s and 70s. Two major experiences influenced the construction of her Canadian national identity: her childhood wilderness experience and the time spent at Harvard as a postgraduate student (the latter of which I will discuss later). Atwood spent most of her childhood days in the wilderness where ‘home was provisional. It was wherever [the Atwood family] landed’ (Sullivan 28). Due to her father’s job as an entomologist, the Atwoods were always on the move. But instead of feeling displaced, Atwood seems to have grown up feeling that anywhere in the wilderness was her home. 
Canada’s landscape has inspired Atwood’s literary and national boundaries. Coral Ann Howells maintains that the wilderness has a complex impact on Atwood’s narrative where it represents a ‘Canadian literary tradition of explorers’ narratives, animal stories, woodcraft and survival manuals’ (Howells, Margaret Atwood 22). For Sandra Djwa, Atwood’s literary imagination is set ‘right in the middle of the Canadian literary landscape’ (Djwa 22). She asserts that ‘in the Canadian cultural tradition the process of coming to terms with the self and with country has historically required a coming to terms with landscape’ (Djwa 22). There is no doubt that the wilderness experience helped Atwood develop a secure sense of her Canadian roots that were capable of surviving even if they were disconnected from the land. However, her identification with Canada’s landscape is rarely sentimental. Instead, her early engagement with settlers’ experiences made her perceive Canada as a nation of immigrants. In The Journal of Susanna Moodie (1970) the narrator visualizes the rigid land from an immigrant’s perspective as a source of fear and insecurity. She is certainly aware of the ambivalent feelings that newcomers to Canada experience. However, choosing a woman to narrate the immigrant’s story, Atwood politicizes the traditional national discourse that associates the land with the figure of the woman, to show how women’s relationship to the land is complex. She reverses this notion through a feminist reading that allows Moodie to experience the rigidity of the wilderness and yet survive. She writes in the ‘Afterword’ to The Journal of Susanna Moodie:
We are all immigrants to this place even if we were born here: the country is too big for any one to inhabit completely, and in the parts unknown to us we move in fear, exiles and invaders. This country is something that must be chosen – it is so easy to leave – and if we do choose it we are still choosing a violent duality. (‘Afterword’ 62; qtd. in Sullivan 212)

In this key passage, Atwood strongly believes that no one has the right to claim ownership of the land, regardless of whether one is a native or a foreigner. It is from this perspective that Atwood outlines her political agenda. This passage shows the complex duality that is present in most of her texts. Her characters exemplify the paradoxical nature of a national sense of belonging and yet a feeling of detachment. Sherrill Grace identifies this duality as ‘the tension between the subject and the object’ (Grace, Violent 7). Taking in her study the earlier fiction and poetry of Atwood, Grace argues that ‘violent duality’ is an oppositional force that determines power relations. Atwood is always conscious of opposites: self/other, subject/object, male/female, nature/culture and art/life. She works largely within these changing dynamics that we need to negotiate (Grace, Violent 134). Grace notes that ‘to create, Atwood chooses violent dualities, and her art re-works, probes, and dramatizes the ability to see double’ (Grace, Violent 134). In her novels and short story collections, Atwood operates within these paradigms where she pairs oppositional characters to critique various forms of power that complicate the subject/object relationship. 
The need to map a Canadian literary tradition became fully recognised while Atwood was studying at Harvard during the 1960s. In her biography of Atwood, Rosemary Sullivan relates how Harvard influenced her to start ‘thinking of Canada as a country with a shape and a culture of its own. And [Harvard] was the place where she discovered that writing was a political act’ (Sullivan 139). Being away from Canada, along with the cultural explorations of America, crystallised Atwood’s anticipation of a Canadian national mood. For Atwood, ‘everything has an identity’ (Atwood, Second Words 385) and, thus, by shaking Canadians out of their long slumber, she made them realize that they have a national heritage and identity that they should be proud of. As she writes in Survival, ‘for members of a country or a culture, shared knowledge of their place, their here, is not a luxury but a necessity. Without that knowledge we will not survive’ (Atwood, Survival 19). Even in her critique of Canada, Atwood retains a Canadian national belonging. 
Besides The Journals of Susanna Moodie (1970) Atwood’s earlier works, The Edible Woman (1969), Surfacing (1972), Survival (1972) and Lady Oracle (1976), highlight her engagement in Canadian history. She not only writes as a Canadian, but also represents the myths and traditions in her works as specifically Canadian, which Coral Ann Howells refers to as the ‘Canadian signature’ in Atwood’s writings. (Howells, Margaret Atwood 25). As Atwood states, she ‘learned to write from people in this country’ (qtd. in Grace, Violent129). Atwood first attracted critical attention regarding Canada’s national question after the publication of her most polemic book of literary criticism, Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature in 1972. Survival remained one of Canada’s national best-sellers for years and is still available in print today, in spite of the criticism that accompanied the book (Sullivan 292). Though never published outside Canada, the work sold 100,000 copies (Staines 19). 
Like Al-Shaykh, who in her early novels embraced her feminism and critiqued the social ills of Lebanese society, Atwood directed her attack towards the psychological framework of Canadian society. Survival addresses the general Canadian reader, with the hope of increasing a national collective consciousness about Canada’s literary tradition. She criticizes Canadians’ perception of themselves as victims of Canada’s rigid nature, landscape and other forces (the British and French colonial past and America’s present economic and cultural control) which they see as beyond their control. Atwood, instead, encouraged writers to develop a positive attitude towards their country through reviving Canada’s national traditions. According to Paul Goetsch, she moved from ‘a sense of crisis to a feeling of self-confidence’ after Survival. The new wave of ‘nationalism and anti-Americanism of the 1960s and 1970s’ encouraged her to carry on with her national perspective (Goetsch 176-7). 
Leaving the wilderness for suburban Toronto, Atwood received her first ‘culture shock’. Like Al-Shaykh’s experience moving from her village to Beirut, Atwood felt that the city intensified her feelings of alienation and remoteness. She remembers how Toronto was bizarre, cold and strange (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 10), an image she revisits in her novels Cat’s Eye and The Robber Bride (1993). Nevertheless, Atwood’s representation shows the city as a place of formative experience, a mixture where city values are met by either acceptance or revulsion. In Atwood novels, cities remain the spaces where women can reconstruct their past and assert their sense of achievement. 
There are differences between Atwood and Al-Shaykh in relation to nationalism, even though both developed national thinking around the same period in the 1970s. Both writers share an interest in postcolonial nations, but develop different national views. In contrast to Hanan Al-Shaykh, for whom nationalism and national identity have increasingly become restrictive, Atwood has a less complicated relationship. Al-Shaykh has reasons to abandon nationalism. Her sceptical attitudes towards nationalism cannot be separated from the context of Lebanon’s ravaging wars and its current neo-colonial situation that keeps Lebanon far from maintaining its sovereignty. In her novels The Story of Zahra (1980) and Beirut Blues (1995), Al-Shaykh recalls bitter memories of the chaos left by the war. From this perspective, it is possible to argue that as she had to endure a civil war that shattered the internal constituent of her nation and still threatens significantly to divide it. These forces were essential in her questioning of nationalism and, eventually, in her desertion of it. 
Atwood, on the other hand, approaches nationalism from a different political reality. The problem with postcolonial Canada, as Atwood has constantly asserted, has to do with its cultural and economic dependence on America which threatens to annihilate Canada’s national autonomy. Kenneth McRoberts provides a historical political view of the situation in Canada with its English-French divisions and the introduction of the multicultural act, which Atwood has constantly raised in her literary works. In an interview in the 1990s, Atwood points out that ‘Canada is not an occupied country. It’s a dominated country. Things are more clear-cut in an occupied country’ (Morris 140). Though her allegiance to Canadian nationalism is obvious, at times Atwood’s national tone becomes less important in the face of other international demands. Though during the 1960s ‘nationalism didn’t start out as something ideological’ (Atwood qtd. in Sullivan 200), ‘for Canadians’, it certainly developed as a political awakening and a reaction against American cultural and economic powers. This need of Canadian writers like Atwood to give depth and meaning to Canada’s nationalism and cultural heritage reiterates Benedict Anderson’s explanation that ‘nationalism has to be understood by aligning it, not with self-consciously held political ideologies, but with large cultural systems that preceded it, out of which – as well as against which – it came into being’ (Anderson 12). Atwood welcomed the era of the 1960s as the period of national awareness in Canada. Yet, on another level, there was another intricate concern emerging in Atwood’s thought: feminism. 
Yet, like Al-Shaykh, Atwood is not really in favour of being categorized as a feminist. She states:
We are great categorizers and pigeonholers in our society. […] ‘Feminist’ is to me an adjective that does not enclose one. […] I would not deny the adjective, but I don’t consider it inclusive. (Fitz Gerald and Crabbe 139)

Nevertheless, she does not see in feminism a category that has to be separated from other social constructs. Instead, Atwood confirms her vision by perceiving
feminism as part of a large issue: human dignity. That’s what Canadian nationalism is about, what feminism is about, and what black power is about. They’re all part of the same vision. (Hammond 58) 

Atwood’s feminist ideology has played an instrumental role in the recognition of her name as a writer, and in the rise of feminist consciousness in Canada (Ingersoll, Margaret 93-95). As she states ‘I think feminists adopted me…’ (Becker 32). Her first novel, The Edible Woman (1969), was feminist par excellence in its thematic concerns of sexual politics and women’s subjectivity. Though Atwood has insisted that the novel ‘pre-dates feminism in Canada’, since she wrote it in 1965 (Ingersoll, Margaret 27, 75), this has not changed her image as a canonical feminist.
Atwood seems to be willing to embrace the conviction that women’s development of gender identity and national cohesion are interconnected elements in the Canadian fabric. Her position echoes a similar agenda which Arab feminists adopted in their struggle towards national and feminist liberation during the nineteenth century. In several contexts, scholars have found an analogy between Canada’s postcolonial position and sexual politics, a parallel which Atwood herself discussed in Survival.  Here, America stands for the male aggressor and Canada for the passive female. Both Coral Ann Howells and Barbara Hill Rigney’s studies discuss Canadian national identity and the association between Canada and women as both feminized and victimized. Atwood explains that ‘women as well as Canadians have been colonized or have been the victims of cultural imperialism’ (J. Davidson 94). For instance, in her earliest novels, The Edible Woman, Surfacing and Lady Oracle, Atwood represents young Canadian women who are struggling to negotiate Canada’s patriarchal structure and images of femininity that have determined their social roles. Accordingly, Atwood critiques the nature of male-female relationships that are based on sexual, social, and psychological subordination.
	Atwood’s interest in wider gender perspectives can be appreciated through her evident commitment to thinking about what women share across cultures, and her attempt to contribute to a universal, if not a transnational, feminism. Atwood defines feminism as women’s rights for ‘human equality and freedom of choice’ (Brans 81). However, time and again she treats feminism as an elitist rather than a populist movement arising from the demands of white, middle-class intellectuals who are not willing to compromise their position of power. Atwood is conscious of the First/Third World feminists’ debate about the colonial discourse of dominance that govern white Western feminists’ relationship to other global feminisms. She sides with fellow colonials, people from peripheral cultures. She perceives Canada’s position and its feminism to be closer to people from Scotland, the West Indies or black feminists in America. She believes that women across the globe, though they have their differences, still share collective experiences. However, she refuses to see in First World or Third World women one monolithic group lacking any awareness of class, race and ethnic differences. She states:
Certainly sex cuts across national boundaries; feminism is in some sense international, but it can only be international in the same sense that anything else is international if you want it to work. It must be a meeting of nationalities, not the submergence of one nationality in another. One cannot be a Canadian feminist writer exclusively in the same way one can be an American feminist writer exclusively. (Fitz Gerald and Crabbe 139) 

Feminism has helped Atwood to become more transnational, a diplomat in terms of feminism across the divides. However, for her, feminism can never be homogeneous: women share experiences, but their set of circumstances governs the way they deal with their socio-cultural contexts. As Atwood points out ‘what any women in any culture have to deal with is the attitude of the men in that culture, which differs vastly’ (Meese 184). At the same time, the significance of Atwood’s transnational feminism stems from her realization that the problems of Canadian women are not to be dealt with in isolation from other women’s problems. 


Atwood’s Canadian-American Encounter of the 1980s
 
It doesn’t matter what country they’re from, my head said, they’re still Americans, they’re what’s in store for us, what we are turning into. (Atwood, Surfacing 123)

If people end up behaving in anti-human ways, their ideology will not redeem them. All you can do is opt for the society that seems most humane. (Atwood qtd. in Sandler 57)

One of Canada’s problems is that it’s always comparing itself to the wrong thing. (Atwood, Second Words 380)


Living in the United States during the 1960s, Atwood realized that for Americans Canada was ‘the blank area north of the map where the bad weather came from’ (Oates, ‘Dancing’ 78). She received her second culture shock there and became conscious of her ‘otherness’ and invisibility as a Canadian. What used to annoy Atwood in America was not only American indifference to Canada, but how Canadians there failed to recognize and align themselves with their country’s history, traditions and myths (Sullivan 126). As Atwood points out:
It wasn’t the American national identity that was bothering us; nor was it our absence of one. We knew perfectly well we had one, we just didn’t quite know what it was. We weren’t even insulted that ‘they’ obviously knew nothing about us; after all, we knew nothing about ourselves. (Sullivan 126)

Atwood comments on how Americans see themselves as ‘the centre of the universe, a huge, healthy apple pie, with other countries and cultures sprinkled round the outside, like raisins.’ Canadians, she believes, are one of the raisins, where the other parts of the universe are ‘invariably larger and more interesting’ (Atwood, Second Words 87-88). In Second Words (1982) she writes a lengthy essay about the Canadian-American relationship, where political, historical, cultural and social differences are emphasized. Atwood disparages American foreign policy and its cultural imperialism. She argues that Canada, due to its colonial past, is more of an international country than America, and accuses Americans of being self-absorbed: 
Americans enter the outside world the way they landed on the moon, with their own oxygen tanks of American air strapped to their backs and their protective spacesuits firmly in place. If they can’t stay in America they take it with them. (Atwood, Second Words 380)

Atwood’s political stance regarding Canada’s relationship with America has not changed a great deal. In Two Solicitudes: Conversations (1998) she makes it apparent that what is best for Canada in order to survive its geopolitical location is to ‘cut along the border with scissors and […] let the United States float away down near South America [in order to have] the ideal Canada’ (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 117). Atwood sees if Canadians insist on seeing themselves as helpless victims in the face of America’s economic and cultural supremacy, they will ‘never take responsibility to shape their own culture’ (Sullivan 294-5) and will always remain in a subjugated position. She criticizes America’s neo-colonial desire to dominate, which has made its political ideology aggressive. In her 2000-2005 essay collection, Atwood responds to the American invasion of Iraq. She writes a ‘Letter to America’ comparing the present to its past, when the ideals of freedom, justice and honesty have been replaced by the country’s excessive phobia (Atwood, Writing with Intent 280-3). She reiterates her uncertainty and sense of anxiety about America’s rigid dogma of democracy.
David Staines argues that Atwood’s writing subsequently moves from this Canadian nationalist phase towards being a ‘lens focusing outwards on the world around’ (Staines15). During the 1980s, Atwood became more interested in the interplay between gender and politics. Her political views regarding the American hegemony over Canada and other countries echoed her sharp critique of visible practices against women. Atwood treats this subject in her novels as well as in her critical essays. Her feminist concerns about women’s lack of power are directly addressed in The Handmaid’s Tale and Bodily Harm. Atwood’s ambivalence towards power relations within nation-states paved the way for a broader pessimism and the deconstruction of the nation in her 2003 dystopia Oryx and Crake. In the next part, I will discuss Atwood’s most overtly political novels, published in the 1980s.


Canada and Beyond: Bodily Harm and The Handmaid’s Tale

I’m not a politician, and it’s wrong to suppose that the artist is a vanguard revolutionary. A literary work may have some political content, but it’s not a book of political theory. It isn’t a book of metaphysics, it’s not a book on economics. It can include these ideas because they exist in the real world, because they are filtered through people’s minds; they come up in conversations and they influence people’s behavior. (Atwood qtd. in Sandler 54)


We in this country should use our privileged position not as a shelter from the world’s realities but as a platform from which to speak. Many are denied their voices; we are not. A voice is a gift; it should be cherished and used, to utter fully human speech if possible. Powerlessness and silence go together; one of the first efforts made in any totalitarian takeover is to suppress the writers, the singers, the journalists, those who are the collective voice. Get rid of the union leaders and pervert the legal system and what you are left with is a reign of terror. (Atwood, ‘Amnesty International: An Address 1981’, Second Words 396)


In these two passages Atwood outlines the separation between her roles as a writer and an activist. However, both prove how much in harmony her strategies of writing, politics and self-presentation became during the 1980s. In ‘Amnesty International: An Address’ (1981) the same year as she published Bodily Harm, Atwood celebrated North American ideals of freedom of speech and spoke against oppressive practices imposed on writers in authoritarian countries. Her emphasis on ‘we in this country’, in the second quote above, establishes her national pride and cultural position celebrating the inclusive ‘we’ that unites Canadians. This understanding depends on a national consciousness, where Canadians enjoy freedom of expression without fear of persecution. However, Atwood does not separate herself within an elitist position from other oppressed writers who cannot articulate their voices. Nor does she turn a blind eye to her transnational responsibilities. Instead, being a member of Amnesty International brought her, for instance, ‘into abrupt contact with the tragedies of the Latin American revolutionary wars of the seventies’ (Sullivan 326). She uses her political influence to echo the ‘voices of many writers’ that have been silenced. Here, through conversational exchange, she believes it her responsibility to critique governments that practice forms of amputation ‘of the tongue, of the soul, of the head’ to those who decide to work against the flow (Atwood, Second Words 393). Atwood’s politics demonstrate her belief that freedom and human equality should not be based on the ‘servitude of others’ (Atwood, Second Words 396). Importantly, we should remember that Atwood visited Iran and Afghanistan in 1978, shortly before the Islamic revolution in the former and the foreign intervention in the latter. Eventually, she found in literature the space to collect and share her observations of women’s concerns and the violations of human rights.
Through her literary mission, Atwood endeavours to act beyond Canada’s borders towards a broader interaction with the world during the 1980s. The novels Bodily Harm (1981) and The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) are not only the pinnacle of her most ‘anti-American’ phase, they constitute a substantial representation of repressive injustices against men and women. During this period, Atwood demonstrated greater ambitions in cultural ‘diplomacy’ and political activism. She showed a sense of obligation not only as a writer, but also as a cultural ‘diplomat’ with a transnational mission. Her audacity in critiquing American ideology, and the shocking images of female sexual abuse and  violation of bodies in The Handmaid’s Tale, resulted in the banning of the novel in American schools (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 39) proving Atwood’s point that American ideals of free speech and democracy can be shallow and deceptive. 
Bodily Harm and The Handmaid’s Tale are sophisticated polemics that fall within the same category, not just because of their subject matter, but also because they transcend the temporal and spatial contexts of the periods in which they were written. Both share the common premises that postcolonial themes cannot be isolated from gender politics, nor can human conditioning be separated from global issues. Atwood exposes the reader to the psychological and gender oppression of women through violation, pornography and men’s violence: a departure from her earlier novels in which women’s oppression was less structurally conceived. Femininity is represented as a patriarchal model that confines and humiliates women. As Atwood states: 
[W]omen are socialized to please, to assuage pain, to give blood till they drop, to conciliate, to be selfless, to be helpful, to be Jesus Christ since men have given up on that role, to be perfect, and that load of luggage is still with us. (emphasis original; Atwood, ‘If You Can’t Say Something Nice’ 20) 

Atwood skilfully transforms the physical locations of the Caribbean in Bodily Harm and the United States in The Handmaid’s Tale into places of horror and entrapment. Though her female protagonists are Canadians, the setting is not there. However, Canada does have a presence in both novels. In Bodily Harm, the Canadian government, like the American government, is questioned through its unconvincing involvement in the foreign policies of other nations. In The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood represents Canada as the ideal place where Offred is carried as a refugee.
Bodily Harm and The Handmaid’s Tale explore the human capacity to abuse power and inflict aggression, misogyny and harm upon others. Atwood exposes the practices of totalitarian regimes, where men and women are kept as political prisoners and human rights are repeatedly violated. In the novels, brutality becomes the practice that defines the existence of the female protagonists, and individual freedom becomes a long-forgotten reality. Atwood shows an outstanding awareness of the universal interconnectivity of the discourses of power that have a tragic impact on individuals, and in particular on women. At the same time, her political ideology that the ‘personal is political’ demonstrates her awareness that the personal domain is highly consistent with the political domain (Somacarrera 43).
Diana Brydon asserts that Bodily Harm is ‘important for white North Americans and for white feminists seeking a ground for forming genuine coalitions across racial and class barriers’ (Brydon 112). In Bodily Harm, it would seem that Atwood wants to capture Western readers’ attention (mainly middle-class Canadian women). The aim, it appears, is to show them what might happen when one crosses Canada’s borders and can no longer afford an affluent lifestyle, and instead survival becomes the only aspiration, as it is the case with many women living in the world today. At the same time, she warns against forms of violence and the damaging impact of pornography, especially when used as political tools. As is clear from her statement below, by referring to ‘our society’ Atwood implies that in ‘other unprivileged countries’, in contrast to both Canada and Western countries, people cannot afford luxury or live in security. She states in an interview: 
Certainly I wanted to take somebody from our society where the forefront preoccupations are your appearance, your furniture, your job, your boyfriend, your health, and the rest of the world is quite a lot further back. […] That’s not the way people in those other countries think [emphasis added], because they can’t afford to. They are thinking what is going to happen tomorrow or next week, how they will get through the immediate time. I wanted to take somebody from our society and put her into that, cause a resonance there. And the other thing is the sort of sexual kink and violence. For us it’s just that, an underground sexual kink. In other countries it is a political instrument, an instrument of control […] it’s something governments do to people to keep them under control. (emphasis original; qtd. in Lyons 227) 

This is the situation which Atwood designs for her protagonist, Rennie Wilford. As with most of Atwood’s female characters who start the narrative with naivety and ostensible contentment, Rennie believes that her carefully-planned life is secure. She lives her life like a tourist, always enjoying the best of what is offered. In order to safeguard herself from the political and social distress in the world around, Rennie adheres to the notion of being ‘exempt’ from danger to avoid any contact that might disturb the pattern of her life (Bodily Harm 203). As Sharon Wilson states: ‘Rennie views existence and herself like a film strip’ (Wilson, ‘Turning Life’, n. pag.). With a choice between the political and the aesthetic, Rennie favours an entirely aesthetic presentation of the world so as to avoid any contact with suffering. However, her process of political maturity progresses through the whole narrative as she realizes that her suffering is in touch with the larger human suffering. 
Rennie, a young journalist specializing in lifestyles, works for glamorous Toronto magazines. Her sense of political involvement has always been superficial. She has always insisted that she does not ‘do’ politics in her articles. As a result, oppression does not exist in her luxurious life. However, a dramatic change occurs in Rennie’s life after she undergoes a partial mastectomy. Still recovering from the psychological trauma of cancer, Rennie encounters terrible experiences: the possibility of rape, the sudden ending of her sexual relationship with Jake and a short affair with her surgeon, Dr. Daniel Luoma. Unable to survive all this physical pain and psychological pressure, Rennie decides to escape to the recently independent Caribbean islands, St. Antoine and St. Agathe. Her mission is ostensibly to write another travel piece that involves food, beautiful beaches and tennis courts. However, Rennie’s crossing the borders into the Caribbean turns out to be another nightmare. The islands are on the verge of political collapse, and Rennie finds herself in a situation where murders, revolution and imprisonment draw her into witnessing the postcolonial consequences of British and American foreign policies. This aspect of the novel has received some critical attention; Diana Brydon, for example, has offered a reading of the postcolonial theme in the novel (Brydon 89-116).
	While on the island, Rennie meets Dr. Minnow, a political activist and moral idealist who strives for a radical reformation to expel the corrupt government that is in power. Minnow, among others, helps her change her political outlook and understand the realities around her. Atwood’s bitter critique of Canadians and their blind compliance is brought to us through Minnow. A Canadian himself, Minnow ridicules Canadians’ cautiousness about political involvement and their sense of detachment from what is happening around them in the world. He repeatedly addresses Rennie as the ‘sweet Canadian’, implying Canadians’ passive colonial mentality and their tendency to be easily led and controlled like sheep: ‘I was trained in Ontario, my friend. […] My specialty was the diseases of sheep. So I am familiar with the sweet Canadians’ (Bodily Harm 29). Minnow hopes to get her politically involved in the current situation on the islands, and asks her to use her professionalism to report the political violence to the outside world: 
There are still things that are inconceivable. […] Here nothing is conceivable. […] I wish you to write about it. […] All I ask you to do is look. We will call you an observer, like our friends at the United Nations. […] Look with your eyes open and you will see the truth of the matter. Since you are a reporter, it is your duty to report. (Bodily Harm 133)

The events on the island overwhelm Rennie. Minnow wins the election, but immediately gets killed. His murder is committed by either a CIA agent or the head of the government. Ellis, the corrupt leader, persecutes all opposition by placing opponents in prison or killing them. Meanwhile, Rennie’s involvement with Lora Lucas, a Canadian resident on the island, and her love relationship with Paul, an American drug dealer, places her under the surveillance of locals and CIA agents. Rennie is taken as a spy and eventually imprisoned with Lora. 
At this stage the narrative is taken up by a woman prisoner. This is a key moment where we see Atwood’s commitment to feminist solidarity. Anticipating either execution or release, Rennie and Lora reveal parts of their past life stories, and the private traumas of poverty and violence become collectively shared. When, at the end of the novel, Lora is raped and beaten and faces possible death, Rennie feels compassion and responsibility for her. Rennie’s destiny remains unknown. However, she recognizes that
she has been turned inside out, there’s no longer a here and a there. Rennie understands for the first time that this is not necessarily a place she will get out of, ever. She is not exempt. Nobody is exempt from anything. (Bodily Harm 290)

Atwood’s ambiguous ending leaves the reader speculating whether Rennie is going to be rescued by representatives of the Canadian government, or if she is to spend her life in prison and possibly meet Lora’s fate. What is certain in the narrative is that Rennie develops from being a lifestyle journalist into a reporter of human rights abuses: ‘she is subversive. She was not once but now she is. A reporter’ (Bodily Harm 300). 
Rennie’s mindset alters after she becomes a victim of malignant bodily harm: cancer, subjection to brutal sexual fantasies and abuse in jail. The irony lies in the fact that she might not leave prison and her voice would then remain silent, like others who silently face death in prisons all over the world. The borders between ‘here’ and ‘there’, suggested in Rennie’s quote above, blur in the absence of democracy and freedom. At the end of the novel, Rennie realizes that her plight with cancer is just one of many faces of death that people encounter every day all over the world. Her catharsis comes when she realizes that she has had more chances in life than many other people. She realizes that her personal problems are not the whole world, but rather a subdivision of a painful reality that takes in everyone who is trying to change it. However, the emphasis remains on the danger that lies in the capacity of humans to inflict violence and brutality, and on all forms of suppression that, as Atwood states, ‘silence the voice, abolish the word, so that the only voices and words left are those of the ones in power’ (Atwood, Second Words 350).
	Bodily Harm operates within postcolonial dynamics. Power relations between ‘First World/Third World’ countries reveal a hierarchy of political domination and economic exploitation. Through these relations, Atwood critiques Western intervention in the political concerns of the Caribbean islands. Here, the Westerner, whether represented as the Americans or the Canadian representative, sees himself as the colonial subject encountering the ‘other’. When the Canadian representative fails to release Rennie from prison, he tells her ‘[you don’t] know how these small southern countries operate, the people who run them are quite temperamental. Irrational’ (Bodily Harm 295). At the same time, Atwood dramatizes sexual exploitation, where women, like the people on the island, are oppressed and manipulated. Sexual leitmotifs in a postcolonial context generate tropes of humiliation and violence. Whether for economic reasons or for sexual desires, the postcolonial subject reflects a strong desire to conquer the land or to dominate the object, the woman. Diana Brydon states:
Bodily Harm makes visible certain patterns of exploitation and abuse: misuse of foreign aid, human rights violations, U.S. involvement in the drug trade, in the supply of arms to unstable ‘Third World’ countries, in the propping up of corrupt dictatorships, and in the ‘development of underdevelopment’ through the encouragement of cash crops, high unemployment, environmental pollution, and censorship of any opposition, all to discourage autonomous local economies and maintain dependency. (Brydon 102)

The title of the novel reveals explicit meanings related to the physical and psychological harm practised on women. The images produced and circulated are those of violence, sexual fantasies, rape, and pornography. Women are expected to approve of these, and are defined in terms of their bodies only and treated as objects. The relationship between Rennie and the male characters is characterized by a lack of equal power. After several troubled relationships, Rennie understands that she has been sexually abused and that sexuality is merely another face of dominance. When asked to write an article about pornography, the horrific image of a rat coming out of a woman’s vagina changes Rennie’s insight into her sexual life with Jake. Jake’s sadistic sexual fantasies are just one of the abusive practices that lead to gender oppression. He tells Rennie ‘I’m not a mind man. I’m more interested in your body’ (Bodily Harm 104). Daniel, on the other hand, helps Rennie to see herself as a complete self and not as a sex object. When she has her operation to treat her cancer, Daniel tells Rennie, ‘The mind isn’t separate from the body’ in his attempt to help her see her body as one entity (Bodily Harm 82). 
The dissected body constitutes one of the most important images throughout Rennie’s narrative. Symbolically, she is the amputated image of the artist who is silenced through national, political, and patriarchal systems. Rennie detaches herself from her dissected body after the operation. Her longing to be rescued pushes her into an emotional attachment to Dr. Daniel. She sees in Daniel a God-like figure capable of giving her deliverance. Daniel tries to help Rennie reunite with her body. However, having sex with Daniel makes her realize that he has descended from his revered position and has become another embodiment of violence and evil. Rennie perceives Daniel’s ability to dissect her body as an allegory of his ability to inflict power, penetration and rape. She even visualizes his relationship to his patients as an Oriental representation of a harem that entails submission: ‘He [Daniel] thinks it’s his duty, it gives us something to hold on to. Anyway he gets off on it, it’s like a harem. As for us, we can’t help it, he’s the only man in the world who knows the truth’ (Bodily Harm 142). 
Atwood interweaves the postcolonial theme of the ‘Orient’ with gender. She shows that masculine domination cuts across colour lines to reveal a gendered clash between the sexes, with a resulting inclination to abuse women. One of Jake’s ‘soft porn’ pictures, called the ‘Enigma’, represents an Oriental archetype of the body of a brown-skinned woman with her breasts, thighs and buttocks exposed. The exposure of the woman’s body makes Rennie feels nervous about her own nakedness, especially when Jake asks her to pose in a similar position. Jake’s control is not limited to Rennie’s sexuality, where she is treated as a sexual object. It is also present in the way she lives her life. ‘Jack [is] a packager’ (Bodily Harm 103) and Rennie fails to realize that she is ‘one of the things Jack [is] packaging’ (104). To satisfy his sexual fantasy, Jake dresses Rennie in a mould of femininity, satin lingerie and fancy garter belts, expecting her to conform. 
Witnessing the horrific persecution of prisoners on the islands, Rennie categorizes all men as fearful and capable of inflicting harm:
It’s indecent, it’s not done with ketchup, nothing is inconceivable here, no rats in the vagina but only because they haven’t thought of it yet, they’re still amateurs. She’s afraid of men and it’s simple, it’s rational, she’s afraid of men because men are frightening. (Bodily Harm 290)	

As with most of Atwood’s novels, there is always space for the reader to contemplate and participate in realizing the immediacy of the events in the narrative. Besides the option of speculating the fate of Rennie and Lora at the end of the novel, the reader is invited to carry on the voices of Rennie, Lora and the other oppressed victims to take an action against the oppression that exists in life. Her growing literary interest in Western and non-Western politics mirrors her concern about East-West relations. Bodily Harm is not just a representation of the Canadian mentality: the novel is a way of understanding the dynamics of relations existing between ‘First’ and ‘Third’ world countries. 
	 As with Bodily Harm, The Handmaid’s Tale crosses national boundaries implicitly to critique political persuasions and patriarchal tendencies existing among the religious right wing in the United States and Iran. It also condemns the government policies of various nations such as Romania and China, as Atwood explains in the Historical Notes in the novel. The Handmaid’s Tale, which sold more than 2,600000 copies in English, showed Atwood’s obvious attempts to open up political and cultural spaces of dialogue between nations (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 80). She bases the events in the novel on the history of imperialism that cuts across relations between East and West (a synopsis of the novel is presented in Chapter Two). The details she gives in the novel demonstrate an ideology of oppression and dominance of human beings that runs equally through Western and Eastern history. It includes: the rules of dress, ethnic cleansing, banning women and slaves from education, and birth control. 
Acts of surveillance and the persecution of individuals are echoed in both these texts. Rennie’s perplexity in Bodily Harm concerning how people know all about her movements is taken further in The Handmaid’s Tale in the presence of power forces called the Eyes. Enslaved by a suspicious gaze, the protagonists in both novels (Rennie and Offred) experience the power of surveillance as a form of punishment. For Rennie, this hateful gaze has led to the assumption that she is a CIA agent and, eventually, to her imprisonment. For Offred, surveillance is a state policy that intervenes in the privacy of one’s sexuality. Nevertheless, Atwood suggests that women are also complicit in the degradation of human life, because they so often endure their victimization silently. Yet again, unfolding another layer of history that reveals how women can be complicit with governing systems, Atwood states:
[T]he British in India raised an army of Indians to control the rest of the Indians. All good imperialists have done this kind of thing. So, if you want to control women, you have to grant some women a tiny bit more power so that they’ll control the others. (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 78) 

In the light of this, The Handmaid’s Tale demonstrates Atwood’s attempt to synthesise patterns of patriarchy existing across cultures. She moves explicitly and dramatically from a national context in her representation and critique of America into a wider international perspective through also condemning East European and Middle Eastern countries. The fact that no Arab characters exist in either Bodily Harm or in The Handmaid’s Tale should not hinder the attempt to establish the literary relevance of Atwood’s works to the debate on East-West relations (I have discussed the connections between The Handmaid’s Tale and Arab culture in Chapter Two). Although Atwood has not addressed Arab culture directly, she is a writer with a transnational feminist project, whose global reach, as the next section will explore, has at times included minor Arab characters and themes. Whenever Atwood writes about Arab culture and characters, it is from her perception and observations of neo-colonial dynamics. Atwood is aware of the politics that determine East-West relations, though this is not as explicit as it is in Al-Shaykh’s work. The point of similarity that brings Atwood closer to the Arab world lies the fact that Canada and the Arab Middle East share a common history of colonialism. I am aware, of course, that the history of Canada is separate from that of the Arab world and from Lebanon in particular. Canada is an old colony, whereas Lebanon is a recent one. I do not want to undermine or simplify the complexity of various historical trajectories; the similarity is only to emphasize the fact of colonialism.
Atwood’s wish to be appreciated as an artist and a rooted Canadian is demonstrated in the following quote, taken from an interview in 1988: 
I don’t think you transcend region, anymore than a plant transcends earth. I think that you come out of something, and you can then branch out in all kinds of different directions, but that doesn’t mean cutting yourself off from your roots and from your earth. To me an effective writer is one who can make what he or she is writing about understandable and moving to someone who has never been there. All good writing has that kind of transcendence. It doesn’t mean becoming something called ‘international.’ There is no such thing. (Brans 82)

Even as she denies the label ‘international’, Atwood clearly links her artistic role to the ability to transcend and address various cultures, not only her immediate Canadian one. As a writer with a high profile international readership, Atwood is alive to the fact that Canada is part of a world where feminist, cultural and political debates are internationally shared. I would suggest that Atwood’s denial of the term ‘international’ is not because she is against the concept, but that it stems from her wish to emphasize that Canada has a separate, independent national identity.
This transcendence is clear from Atwood’s interactions with people from other cultures, interactions which are the result of her many book-tour travels. In an interview, Atwood explains how one has to be culturally-conscious of different behavioural attitudes when travelling to countries abroad. She asserts that cultural respect is important since people  differ, for example, in their cultural conception of the body, a concern Atwood demonstrates in the short story ‘Walking on Water’ where she places her protagonist Emma in an Arab country. Speaking from personal experience, Atwood explains: 
In India I always take care to have several long cotton wrap-around skirts because if I tried to give a reading or anything with my legs showing nobody would hear a word I said. They’d all be so aghast. They’d all be looking at my legs. Not out of lust but just out of horror, that I would be allowing these parts of my body to be exposed. (Meese 188)
	
The next section of this chapter will focus on Atwood’s astute observation of people’s various cultural conventions, and her accompanying respect for them. She uses literature to address some of these cultural attitudes, which can easily turn into misconceptions. 


Three Short Stories of East-West Encounters

We need each other’s
breathing, warmth, surviving
is the only war we can afford, stay
walking with me, there is almost
time/if we can only
make it as far as
the (possibly) last summer. (Atwood, Eating Fire 123) 


There are boundaries and borders, spiritual as well as physical, and good fences make good neighbors. But there are values beyond national ones. Nobody owns the air; we all breathe it. (Atwood, Second Words 392)

I don’t write about places that I haven’t been to, and when I put a place into a book, I try to make it as real as possible. (Atwood qtd. in Walker 173)

Eleonora Rao relates the change in Atwood’s voice and her commitment to worldly concerns to what she defines as Atwood’s ‘postnationalist phase’ (Rao 101). Rao dates this period as around the 1990s. Generally, I concur with Atwood scholars (notably Howells, Staines and Rao) concerning the division of her literary phases. However, in this section I will explore how Atwood’s interest in various cultures and international concerns started with the publication of her first story collection, Dancing Girls and Other Stories, which dates back as far as 1977. Atwood’s phases, discussed in the previous sections, are not absolute, but tend to overlap. It seems that Atwood felt the urge to address transnational cultural and political debates from the beginning of her literary career, but her sense of national commitment during the 1970s made her prioritize national affiliation over transnational matters. This political responsibility towards the world stems from Atwood’s literary diplomacy, and is also the result of her choice of subjects and concerns that have a universal appeal. Her works are not irrelevant to what is happening in the world around us, and specifically to Arab-West relationships. As she states ‘if we cease to judge this world, we may find ourselves, very quickly, in one which is infinitely worse’ (Atwood, Second Words 333).
The two stories that refer to Arabs show Atwood’s earliest interest in other cultures and her conscious sensitivity towards stereotypes. Her position towards the Arab stereotypes she creates in her works seems distant and neutral. Nevertheless, she does not fall into the trap of what these representations provoke. In other words, her playful representations of Arabs seem innocent and superficial in comparison with the representations of Arab Middle Eastern men and women circulated within today’s political agendas and the media. Yet Atwood’s critical use of these stereotypes is evidence of her literary sensitivity towards such a loaded subject.  
Though I will only examine two stories from Dancing Girls, it is worth mentioning that almost all the stories represent characters who are ‘typical Atwood character[s] – rootless, alienated, meticulous, [and] relentlessly self-analytic’ (Thompson 110). Home is also deconstructed as the characters, who are mainly tourists, travellers or students, battle over the temporary territories of rented rooms, boarding houses and hotels. Alienation becomes the characteristic of Atwood’s postcolonial world. Her characters transpose the past with the present, the familiar with the unfamiliar in a manner that reflects their attempt to find a means of communication with other people and a sense of belonging in their cultural surrounding. 
Grace states that what is common between these stories is ‘the disturbing, inconclusive ending’ and their ‘confessional/ autobiographical focus’ (Grace, Violent 81) that represent the narrative of the self. In ‘Dancing Girls’ and ‘The Man from Mars’, there is an impetus towards a reading of the ‘self’ and the ‘other’ in a hilarious mode that shows how cultural conflicts originate from a lack of communication and acceptance of difference. Unlike Al-Shaykh in her later fiction, Atwood does not see hope in the cultural hybridity between East and West, as the discussion of the short stories reveals. Instead, she warns against unjustified xenophobia, ethnocentricity and cultural marginalization. Whether in these stories or in her later fiction, Atwood does not romanticize the notion of the cross-cultural encounter. Rather, she is more sceptical about what the outcomes of such encounters will be.
	‘Dancing Girls’ is a semi-autobiographical portrayal of Atwood’s personal experience while at Harvard, where her fellow tenant was an Arab student (Sullivan 169). This experience serves as the base from which Atwood develops her vision of the nature of relationships between people from various cultures. Events in the story take place in the landlady Mrs. Nolan’s house, where the inhabitants share the same feelings of rootlessness. 
The story focuses on Ann’s reflections on the superficiality of people’s interactions. Atwood allows Ann to be her spokesperson on national and cultural divisions, as well as to challenge the construction of an identity that is based on race, religion or skin colour. Ann is a Canadian student who is specializing in urban design in America and who rents an unattractive room in a cheap hostel. It is ironic that she is able to relate to a variety of places and cities but not to individuals around her. The hostel was occupied by French and Turkish students and is currently tenanted by Chinese mathematicians and an Arab student. Ann’s meticulous observation of the spaces around her extends to contrasting Toronto with America and to comparing Mrs. Nolan’s appalling boarding house to the urban project she is thinking of designing for her university course. This is defined by Grace as the ‘exploration of fantasy and reality’ (Grace, Violent 83).  
Much to her confusion Ann does not understand why her foreignness has passed unnoticed, whereas the new ‘Arab student’ is consciously scrutinized as a foreign ‘other’. Mrs. Nolan’s remark to Ann that ‘You’re not, like, foreign. Not like most of them’ perplexes her (Dancing Girls 211). Mrs. Nolan grants her an unreasonable privilege over other foreign students in the house: Chinese, French, Arabs and Turks. But this steals her sense of identity as a Canadian. Ann instinctively positions herself with the ‘others’, because she shares and understands what all foreign students feel towards their new social environment: ‘Ann wanted to point out to her that she was indeed foreign, that she was just as foreign as any of the others, but she knew Mrs. Nolan would not understand’ (Dancing Girls 211).
	At the same time, the life of the nameless Arab male is presented as a mystery to which Ann, as well as Mrs. Nolan, reacts with suspense and expectation. Ann is conscious of the dual spaces between the West and the East that the student occupies and in which he struggles. She sees that he is doomed to failure as he cannot negotiate a new culture, language and system of thought. Nevertheless, Ann’s response reflects her own confusion as to what she should do for the student:
He was far from home, from the language he shared, the wearers of his native costume; he was in exile, he was drowning […] she could see he was drowning but there was nothing she could do. […] All you could do for the drowning was to make sure you were not one of them. (Dancing Girls 218) 

The wall that separates Ann’s bedroom from the Arab student’s becomes an allegory of East-West borders. Though Ann knows the inside of the student’s room (she has crossed borders earlier with her Turkish friend, Lelah, who used to occupy the room), she still senses her remoteness and detachment from the ‘alien’ Arab. In this context, Atwood refers to the fact that cultural detachment is based on racial difference, but also to the idea that gender cuts across the pattern of relationships between the sexes. For example, Ann’s unfamiliarity with Arab culture and the way she should address an Arab male leave her rather ambivalent about what to do and how to approach the student. When she sees him smoking outside Mrs. Nolan’s home, she smiles at him and sympathizes with his loneliness. At the same time, she reiterates the fact that she does not want to be involved in his situation as she has enough troubles of her own. The man, in turn, has not noticed Ann’s gesture, so her attempt to cross cultural bridges through her smile is in vain. 
Nevertheless, Ann’s search for any sign of contact takes place in the common ground shared between the students: the bathroom. Here, she looks for hairs, cosmetics or any other indication that might help her understand the inner world of the Arab student. Significantly, in Ann’s behaviour, Atwood is implying that people, regardless of their cultures, fail to open up to others: they have their inner walls that separate their worlds. Though Ann has tried to cross the Arab student’s borders, she has obviously chosen a wrong way to go about it. As for the Arab student, he is so engrossed in his loneliness that he also fails to open up. Atwood sees that responsibility for cultural communication lies with both East and West.  As long as people lack the initiative and willingness for serious involvement with others, cultural estrangement will characterize human relationships.
	Atwood draws on the exotic attraction and the Oriental mystery that is associated with non-natives, especially Middle Eastern people. Ann’s search for exoticism in the form of hair and cosmetics has its precedent before the arrival of the Arab student. She used to search for objects that her Turkish friend Lelah might have left behind her in the bathroom. Though not much is revealed about Lelah, Ann’s admiration for her Oriental looks, her beautiful long auburn hair, her gold tooth, and her turquoise-studded earrings, is mixed with jealousy. Ann’s intrusion into Lelah’s privacy exposes an appealing attraction to Oriental difference, as Lelah’s ‘gypsy look’ is not something that Ann (with her cropped hair, beige eyebrows, delicate mouth, wool sweaters and tailored skirts) is able to possess. Atwood questions Canadian national identity here. Ann believes that just as Lelah misses the ritual of drinking strong Turkish coffee, she herself misses certain Canadian rituals and cultural accoutrements such as native costume. Ann’s longing for difference reveals Atwood’s critique of Canadians who always look externally in their search for an identity, instead of searching within their own culture.
Different East-West cultural expectations with regard to marriage are demonstrated through Ann and Lelah’s expected social roles. Whereas Lelah envies Ann’s right to choose whatever she wants to do in her life, Lelah’s parents disown her for what she is doing and expect her to marry the husband they have chosen for her. Ann, on the other hand, contemplates how none of her family has written her letters urging her to return back home, nor have they told her that they have found the perfect husband for her. Instead, she thinks how she is going to face her father’s disappointment and her mother’s ‘defeated look’ if she is to announce that she is ‘quit[ting] school, trad[ing] in her ambitions for fate, and get[ting] married’ (Dancing Girls 213). The complexity of an arranged marriage for Lelah is no less problematic than the lack of Ann’s parents’ concern about her probable marriage. For both women, marriage proves to be complicated. 
	Atwood draws on the imagery of exoticism and cultural difference in the incident where Mrs. Nolan insists that the Arab student wears his native costume. For her own amusement, Mrs. Nolan exploits the cultural ‘otherness’ of the student, and in doing so plays the reverse role of a tourist in her homeland. With his traditional white robe, worn mostly by Gulf men, and his brown scars which Mrs. Nolan thought of as tattoos, the Arab student does look different. Ann, who knows of Mrs. Nolan’s request, is not able to control her own curiosity. She peeps through the bedroom door to gain a glimpse. Mrs. Nolan’s gaze not only violates the privacy of others, it also sees the self through the difference of others. Sharon Wilson states that camera, eyes and photographs ‘act paradoxically as “neutral” recorders of experience, instruments of attack or invasion, external validators, and vehicles of transformation’ (Wilson, ‘Turning Life’, n. pag.). This desire to look beyond one’s culture while safely secure at home satisfies one’s curiosity to look, and intensifies stereotypical perceptions of the other’s differences.	
But the pleasures of exoticism can wear off. The narrative then traces the surfacing of subconscious fears of the ‘other’ when the Arab student has a wild party where three dancing girls along with two of his friends celebrate noisily in his bedroom. Mrs. Nolan is confused: the docility of the student has become doubtful and he suddenly becomes a potential threat. Reporting the frightening experience to Ann the next day, Mrs. Nolan’s fear of the tattooed student and his friends forces her to rethink whether they might be involved in ‘ritual murders’ (Dancing Girls 222). Consequently, she chases them out of her house with a broom and calls the police. At the same time, the association of the dancing girls, the empty liquor bottles, the dirt accumulating in the student’s bedroom and the word ‘Arabian’ clearly evoke stereotypes and misrepresentations of the ‘other’. 
The encounter between Arab men and Western women (the dancing girls in Atwood’s story) does not imply a love encounter as it does in the case of Nicholas and Lamis in Only in London. It seems that this encounter can only be sexualized because there is no possibility of romance. What Atwood suggests through this analogy is the representation of Arab men seeking sexual pleasure with the dancing girls— a revitalization, in other words, of harem women in an incarnation of One Thousand and One Nights. It is a repressive encounter reflecting the dynamics of power, where the masculine subject asserts his power through the possession of women’s bodies. Atwood draws a picture of Arab men’s repressed sexuality, which finds a release in the West without the local restrictions of traditions and taboos. The dancing girls, who are probably prostitutes, fulfil such a release. On the other hand, for Mrs. Nolan, the ‘other’ is not represented as a sexual subject, but as a source of danger and fear. Atwood, I believe, does not condemn the Arab men, Mrs. Nolan or the dancing girls. In order to draw attention to the roots that feed such stereotypical representations, she appears to question the subtle dynamics which arise once an encounter between the East and the West takes place.
Ann contemplates how the Arab student and his friends are as much a threat to her as to Mrs Nolan: they ‘were dangerous, that they were a threat to her children’ (Dancing Girls 223). Mrs. Nolan, if perceived from the student’s angle is ‘as terrifying a spectacle to him as he was to her, and just as inexplicable’ (Dancing Girls 224). Without fully understanding Mrs. Nolan’s stance, Ann cannot find a justification for her unreasonable panic at ‘a scene of harmless hospitality […] What unspoken taboo had they violated?’ and she renders people of Mrs. Nolan’s kind as ‘cold [and] mad’ (Dancing Girls 224). It seems Atwood believes that the cultural gap between Canadians and Americans shows how Americans are less receptive to people’s differences. Atwood explains, ‘If [Americans] can’t stay in America they take it with them’ (Atwood, Second Words 380). Canadians, on the other hand, are more ‘international in outlook’ in this sense (Atwood, Second Words 378). She criticizes people’s tendency to see anything different as bizarre, without taking into consideration one’s own difference. She states ‘we have an unconscious assumption that the way we live is normal and average, and that everybody else is strange. I’ve never been able to buy that. I think we’re strange, too’ (Hancock 214). 
In the Middle East-West encounter in the story, Atwood takes the opportunity to criticise Canada’s postcolonial mentality which she sees as passive. Through Ann’s character, Atwood indicates a certain level of cowardice and naivety in her passive response to the crisis between Mrs. Nolan and the Arab student. Ann’s drinking of sherry while securely locking herself behind her bedroom door allegorically implies Canada’s victim role, its neutral political stance in what is happening in the world and its failure to take an active role in forwarding a distinct cultural identity. 
	Like the story of Lamis who wished to see a patchwork of colourful children playing harmoniously in spite of their differences, Ann’s story ends with her utopian vision of a world that is different in all its criteria of judgment, where the base of human contact, regardless of one’s culture, is not through hair or cosmetics in bathrooms, but through cultural tolerance and acceptance of difference. In her aspiration to design cities, Ann often finds herself designing spaces where vast green areas of natural surroundings abound. But she encounters the problem of people. Her cities are not inhabited: instead, there are trees, rivers and canals. Though her project of designing an evergreen urban landscape is doomed to failure, Ann still dreams of a utopian space where boundaries vanish and people regardless of their different nationalities, ethnicities or religions:  
The green, perfect space of the future… [where] the fence was gone now, and the green stretched out endlessly, fields and trees and flowing water, as far as she could see […] a herd of animals, deer or something, was grazing. […] Groups of people were walking happily among the tress, holding hands, not just in twos but in threes, fours, fives. The man from next door was there, in his native costume, and the mathematicians, they were all in their native costumes. Besides the stream a man was playing the flute; and around him, in long flowered robes and mauve scuffies, their auburn hair floating around their healthy pink faces, smiling their Dutch smiles, the dancing girls were sedately dancing. (Dancing Girls 224-225)
	
In ‘The Man from Mars’ from the same collection Atwood provides another early cautionary tale of xenophobia with direct reference to East-West relations. Here though, the man in the story is not an Arab but an Asian foreign student. Atwood explains that though the man is not from Mars and the title has no political significance, the story just warns against how
we all have a way of dehumanizing anything which is strange or exotic to us. In our arrogance, we take ourselves to be the norm, and measure everyone else against it […] there’s no way of accounting for the atrocities that people perform on other people except by the ‘Martian’ factor, the failure to see one’s victims as fully human. (qtd. in Oates, ‘My Mother’ 76) 

The story narrates the uneventful life of a classic Atwood female protagonist, a white middle-class Canadian, Christine. Convinced by her parents and sisters that her beauty is just less than ordinary, Christine is puzzled when she finds herself one day followed and admired by a stranger, ‘a person from another culture: oriental without a doubt’ (Dancing Girls 14). Christine’s defining the Asian as an Oriental signifies a general stereotyping of any non-Western subject as Oriental. 
	Much as the story addresses discrimination against ethnic minorities (as far as the nameless Asian is concerned), it also emphasizes gender discrimination through Christine’s character. Christine is not a brilliant student, and is overweight and conscious of her masculine image. Only her interests in athletics and politics get Christine any attention, but do nothing to make her feel desirable to her male friends: 
She was spared the manoeuvring and anxiety she witnessed among others her age, and she even had a kind of special position among men: she was an exception, she fitted none of the categories they commonly used when talking about girls […] she was an honorary person. She had grown to share their contempt for most women. (Dancing Girls 29)
 
Christine does not fit any of the culturally accepted feminine norms of beauty which might guarantee the husband her mother eagerly wishes for, and as such, she is conscious that ‘people from her own culture never tried to pick her up; she was too big’ (Dancing Girls 15). However, Atwood pokes fun at this cultural difference as she shows that the only man who seems not to mind Christine’s hefty body is not a Canadian but a Moroccan waiter. He approaches Christine asking her directly if she wants to go out with him, but she refuses. Not only does Atwood draw on feminine images between West and East, but she also shows that the barrier between Christine and the Arab man far transcends cultural differences: it moves into class differences as the Moroccan belongs to the working class. However, the case with the Asian is different. Christine thinks ‘This man was not a waiter though, but a student; she didn’t want to offend him’ (Dancing Girls 15).
Once again, Atwood’s protagonist identifies herself with the outsiders of her culture, a pattern which becomes even more pronounced in the author’s later works, as we shall see in Cat’s Eye, and Oryx and Crake. This tendency to sympathize with the ‘other’ rather than the ‘self’ reflects how Atwood challenges Canada’s self-image as international. Seeing herself among the underprivileged, Christine sympathizes with oppressed people and minorities. She subconsciously understands how it feels to be viewed and treated differently. She remembers that in high school, none of the students ‘wanted to be the Arabs’ in their preparation for a school assignment. Christine, however, gave a good speech about the struggles of Palestinian refugees as she sympathized with their experience of discrimination and marginalization (Dancing Girls 14). Similarly, her belief that it is sinful to have a maid in her parents’ house reveals her disapproval of exploiting ethnic people’s economic needs. The maid, who is from the West Indies, is brought to Canada by Christine’s parents while they were there during Christmas holidays. Because of Christine’s sympathetic concern for other cultures she now becomes involved with an Asian foreigner. This poses questions about the sincerity of her compassion for other ethnic groups. Though she tries to convince herself that she cannot possibly appreciate the different habits in the nameless man’s culture, she also feels that she is doing her ‘bit of internationalism’ (Dancing Girls 26). Her emotions become still more confused as embarrassment jostles with fear.  
A mixture of comedy and suspense informs the story as it continues with the infatuated Asian pursuing Christine wherever she goes on campus. Through this continual pursuit the ethnic ‘other’ has bestowed Christine with the power of mystery and curiosity among her friends: ‘his pursuit of her had an odd result: mysterious in itself, it rendered her equally mysterious. No one had ever found Christine mysterious before’ (Dancing Girls 28). Since she does not fit any of men’s definitions of girls as ‘cock-teaser[s], [] cold fish, [] easy lay[s] or [] snarky bitch[es]’,  nor does she seem able to attract men’s attention, not even old men, Christine turns to fantasy (Dancing Girls 29). But with the emergence in her life of the Asian with his bizarre and persistent infatuation, Christine is confused about how to explain his approaches: are they acts of romance or attempts to befriend someone Canadian? However, she appreciates the change that has been brought into her rather dull life. Instead of seeing herself as she often does as a dolphin, Christine imagines herself as the feminine Marilyn Monroe (Dancing Girls 29). 
Atwood’s short story endorses a complex outlook towards cultural relationships, demonstrating the impossibility of communication and a relationship if they are based on misrepresentation and fear. The narrative takes another turn when stereotypical misconceptions surface to question the stranger’s unexplained attachment to Christine. Christine’s sympathy and kindness towards ethnic people has turned to fear and estrangement of possible aliens. Her short indulgence in the sweet sensation of being desirable has been replaced by fantasies of terror and constant threats as she imagines the man to be a serial killer with ‘razors, knives [and] guns’ and even a potential rapist (Dancing Girls 30). Ironically, Christine only realizes that she has lost a possibility of a romance in her life when the Asian is deported from Canada. She then becomes more confused, realizing that the man has been deported as a result of his pursuit of several other women, not just her.
Atwood explores the way social and cultural-based attitudes govern our responses towards other people. Christine reflects that if the man had been a Canadian, he would have been reported a long time ago. The mother’s happiness that a man is finally interested in her daughter, her insistence that he is French and her subsequent shock when she sees that he is not Western, indicate the way expectations of people from other cultures are governed by stereotyping and generalization. Her mother’s remark that ‘the thing about people from another culture was that you could never tell whether they were insane or not because their ways were so different’ (Dancing Girls 32) shows how sanity is also used as a cultural marker. Difference in this sense becomes linked to the possibility of madness. A sense of dislocation is implied in the mother’s statement ‘the man from other culture’. It echoes the mood and the atmosphere that dominates people’s governing ideology about others. 
As her life lacks the intimacy of a relationship that is more normal amongst girls of her age, Christine feels confused about how she should respond. In trying to understand the man’s motives, she feels the loss of a chance of romance bitterly and consoles herself by dismissing the idea of the man’s insanity through reversing it: ‘there was more than one way of being sane’ (Dancing Girls 34). When Christine discovers that the man flirts with a mother superior in a convent, she is even more puzzled as to how to explain his advances: was she just cheap flesh and money; did he see in her a source of charity and refuge or was it that the veil and the robe of the nun were closer to his culture? (Dancing Girls 35) Still living the romantic sensation of her fantasy, Christine follows closely the news of the war in Vietnam, the man’s home country. Curiously, the stranger and his country become more familiar to Christine than her own Canadian setting. It is significant that Atwood keeps the man’s nationality a mystery until the end of the story. The man’s Vietnamese identity and the Vietnam War become the background through which Atwood exposes Canada’s racial fear and fantasy towards the dangerous ‘other’. During this war, when Canada was a refuge for American men escaping military recruitment, the presence of a Vietnamese in Canada provoked the perceived threat of terror and danger among Canadians. 
‘Walking on Water’, one of a set of two stories in the short story collection Bluebeard’s Egg (1983), provides another short satire on East-West stereotyping and gender classification. Emma is another young Canadian protagonist, but, unlike Christine, she is adventurous to the extent of recklessness in what seems to be a defiance of gender roles. In the first story, the reader is introduced to Emma, a college student, who is working as a waitress in a coffee shop at Niagara Falls during the summer holidays. A friend has persuaded Emma to join in a rubber-raft test. Emma is flattered and accepts, seeing in the whole adventure ‘a bit of a daredevil […] an element of religious trial’ (Bluebeard’s Egg 114). But the trial is hazardous, for when the raft capsizes, four of the adventurers drown. Emma survives miraculously and evolves a feeling that no harm will ever come to her: things always happen to other people. Emma feels protected and is convinced that she is untouchable. 
Holidaying in Egypt for her ‘world-travel phase’, Emma jumps in the Nile without a moment’s hesitation following the unwelcome advances of a local man. In this episode, Atwood develops an ironic argument about gender expectations and cultural difference between Arabs and Westerners. Emma, who is travelling alone on a cheap-fare boat that tours the Nile, raises the curiosity and anticipation of some Egyptian men. Seeing a Western woman alone with ‘peculiar clothing and not enough of it’ (Bluebeard’s Egg 120) is sufficient to place her under their merciless gaze and to attract sexual harassment. Puzzled by her appearance, one of the men makes an advance: he sees in Emma an accessible target for sexual pleasure. 
As highlighted earlier in one of her interviews, Atwood is sensitive to cultural variation in dress-codes and bodily exposure. Conscious of cultural dress-codes, Emma is wearing a long skirt to avoid ‘the local horror of legs’ (Bluebeard’s Egg 121). Nevertheless, this is not enough to protect her from the sexual advances of the onlookers. In a way similar to that used in Bodily Harm, where  Rennie suffers physical and psychological harm at the hands of her Canadian lover  and Caribbean locals imprison her, Atwood tries to establish sexual links between cultures where women are mostly desired objects of masculine exchange. Atwood shows how Arab men stereotype Western women as sexually available; a rejection on the woman’s part is often explained by the Arab as a gesture of approval. The man offers Emma money, assuring his friends that she will finally submit to his advances as he tries to kiss and caress her. Seeing no escape and wishing to get rid of the men, Emma decides to risk her life and foolishly jumps into the Nile. The irony lies in the attitude of the men after Emma is rescued. They show respect and admiration and keep their distance: ‘They hadn’t believed a young Western woman traveling alone could ever have been serious enough about what they considered her honour to risk death for it’ (Bluebeard’s Egg 121). 
Atwood is obviously interested in race relations that are mediated sexually, in this example, through the question of women’s honour. She draws specifically on the Orientalist discourse that so often governs relationships between the West and Arabs. How men misinterpret ‘other’ women is based on their prejudgment of women in their own culture. They see them as submissive and weak. Emma is unaccompanied, alone with men on a boat, behaviour that is not expected of Arab women. This is the matter that has encouraged the men to think of her as a ‘loose’ woman. It is only after Emma’s jump into the Nile that the men see her as their equal in terms of power – that is why she is respected (Bluebeard’s Egg 120-129). Contrary to almost all the other Atwood protagonists, referred to in this thesis, (who are timid), Emma is represented as an interestingly fearless character, a woman who is willing to take risks without thinking much of the consequences. But though her challenge to the Arab men elevates her in their eyes, she has not really understood the complexity of their inverse attitudes. 
Atwood, like Al-Shaykh, challenges any idea that gender discrimination is a specifically Middle-Eastern phenomenon. On the contrary, she explains that such patterns cut across different geopolitical spaces. Al-Shaykh, as I discussed in Only in London, depicts gender stereotypes in order to challenge fixed cultural assumptions and misrepresentations. In a feminist context, these observations become crucial to the understanding of women’s experiences across cultures. Atwood’s treatment of gender roles incorporates cynicism and irony. Men’s physical strength and women’s vulnerability and timidity are clearly reversed in this story. In another adventure on a Caribbean island, Emma decides to attempt an underwater ridge walk to Wreck Island with her lover, Robbie. As Robbie (an archaeology college professor specializing in tombs and burials) is engrossed in his research, Emma challenges him to a life-threatening adventure. Robbie would never have joined in the adventure without Emma’s cleverness in using the right words to massage his ego and masculinity. As she ‘challenges’ him, Robbie, a patriarchal man, sees that he cannot leave Emma to join in this outing without him. He believes that women are defenceless and in need of a male’s protection. Emma’s choice of coloured hats (pink and blue) for the trip reveals her incapacity to transcend gendered roles and her inability to learn from her encounter in Egypt. This indicates a symbolic irony in the story. During their underwater ridge walk, Emma is walking on the reef and Robbie calls for help because he is drowning. Swallowing his pride and humiliation, Robbie admits that he is the helpless, vulnerable one. However, Emma’s impulsive courage passes without reward or praise. Instead, people on the island consider her ‘a damn fool’ (Bluebeard’s Egg 128). Emma’s feeling of guilt for what has happened to Robbie pushes her into a traditional role that confirms her gender role. To compensate for what she did to Robbie, Emma takes care of him, makes him tea and cookies, brings a doctor to examine him and pleads for forgiveness. 







An obvious shift in Atwood’s Canadian national voice can be traced to the period of the 1990s. In some ways this is similar to Al-Shaykh’s cosmopolitan vision.  Atwood realizes that nationalism has to be modified to meet the recent complex changes in Canadian society. To do so, she has to reframe her national concerns in such a way as to take into consideration a more open approach towards a transnational feminist dialogue. Coral Ann Howells explains that 
Atwood’s latest fiction shows popular national myth to be in urgent need of revision, in order to take account not only of changing demographic patterns but also changing ideologies of nationhood. National boundaries begin to blur as Atwood responds to her widening international readership, arguing for a shared recognition of complicity in a globalised scenario which threatens human survival. (Howells, Margaret Atwood 12)

Atwood’s interrogation of Canada’s prevailing multicultural ideology forces her to redefine her conception of national identity, without dismissing its worth as Al-Shaykh did. Her novels Cat’s Eye (1988) and The Robber Bride (1993) register Canada’s multicultural stance towards immigrants and ethnic minorities in Canada, evolving through the 1970s and 1980s and Atwood’s increasing literary diplomacy. Understanding and representing the daily realities of non-Canadians entails a redefinition of Canada’s traditional history and culture so as to include the voices of minorities. However, the complexity of the multicultural debate has led Atwood to question whether Canada’s position on immigrants has been as accepting and tolerant of people from other nationalities as it pretends. Howell’s recent study Contemporary Canadian Women’s Fiction: Refiguring Identities has been successful in highlighting the major changes that have occurred in the writings of both Canadian women writers and Canadian writers from various ethnic and racial origins. She contends that the introduction of the Canadian Multiculturalism Act of 1988, which promoted racial and cultural diversity, has led to a reconsideration of what it meant to be Canadian in the period of the 1990s. She states that ‘the concept of Canadianness has changed’ and that the ‘traditional image of “white” Canada look[s] rather outdated’ (Howells, Contemporary Canadian 1). 
Indeed, even Atwood’s ‘third phase’ can be described as an international mission to interact with other cultures’ concerns, to be included in her plots and characters. This serves Atwood’s literary ambassadorship. She perceives that nationalism has to align itself integrally with an international discourse to meet the demands of the postcolonial world, without failing, of course, to continue raising transnational feminist concerns. This indicates a change in Atwood’s perspective. Though she has never rejected nationalist discourse, Atwood has recognized and acknowledged its inadequacy.











































Universal Themes, Transnational Encounters: Margaret Atwood’s Cat’s Eye and Oryx and Crake, and Hanan Al-Shaykh’s The Story of Zahra

The transnational imaginary is an epistemically valuable way of describing our place in the world and understanding the meanings we ascribe to it and perform on it. When coupled with the notion of social aesthetic, it provides a suitable context for interpreting the complex dialectics of political, racial, and gender forms. (Saldívar 15)

	Margaret Atwood’s writing has much to say to Arab readers, particularly about gender politics. In Chapter Five I demonstrated this in relation to Atwood’s early stories, ‘Dancing Girls’, ‘The Man from Mars’ and ‘Walking on Water’. Atwood found the space to problematise Arab-Western stereotypes and these fed into more complex transnational engagements in her later fiction. In this chapter I will explore Atwood’s novels Cat’s Eye (1988) and Oryx and Crake (2003), novels that are separated by a time span of fifteen years, during which time Atwood, like Al-Shaykh, has incorporated a more visible transnational position. I will focus on Cat’s Eye because of both the novel’s universal appeal which calls attention to the proximity and familiarity of the novel for an Arab reader and because it represents Atwood’s attempt to open up transnational encounters between the West and the Middle East. 
I am using Cat’s Eye along side Hanan Al-Shaykh’s novel The Story of Zahra (1980) to argue that, though on the surface the novels seem to speak to specific audiences as they clearly set boundaries and identify the geopolitical spaces of Canada and Lebanon, the experiences they describe obscure the novels’ national identities and transcend national locations. In fact, the novels can be appreciated by an international readership for their exploration of gender issues. Reading The Story of Zahra, it is easy to identify with the female protagonist’s plight regarding patriarchy. What is more intriguing and challenging, though, was reading Atwood’s Cat’s Eye because, despite the fact that it seems to have nothing to do with the Arab world, not even a Western world outside Canada, I argue that it speaks to an Arab audience in complex ways. In fact, the novel deals with provincial Toronto and the internal world of a woman returning to her past. Nevertheless, the first time I read Cat’s Eye, it became clear that it speaks to me as an Arab woman growing up in a patriarchal society. I could share the female protagonist’s confusion about her gendered society and identify with her displeasure in remembering her body and her puzzlement towards relationships with boys. My appreciation of the novels will not be used, however, to argue that women’s experiences are similar or an outcome of their gender. It will be used to appreciate these novels as cases where literature transcends its national origin, travels across cultures, and finds a resonance among international readers. This, as it will become clear, emerges from the universal themes Atwood and Al-Shaykh raise about the institutionalizing of little girls and women, the power of the gaze, and a critique of patriarchal practices and familial relations that I explore in the first part of this chapter. I should add that though I discuss Hanan Al-Shaykh’s novel The Story of Zahra, this Chapter weighs more on Margaret Atwood’s novels, as I discussed in more details the works of Al-Shaykh in Chapters Three and Four. 
From exploring the universal aspect of Cat’s Eye, I will examine a specific dimension in Atwood’s literary works, namely her transnationalism. Transnationalism, according to Steven Vertovec, is ‘a condition in which, despite great distances and notwithstanding the presence of international borders, certain kinds of relationships have been globally intensified and now take place paradoxically in a planet-spanning yet common – however virtual – arena of activity’ (Vertovec 447-8). I will approach transnationalism as a constructive concept through which the cross-cultural encounters and the transnational aspects in Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s literary oeuvres can be appreciated. Glick Schiller et al. define transnationalism as the ‘process by which immigrants forge and sustain multistandard social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement’ (Glick Schiller et al, ‘Transnationalism’ 6). The physical experience of transnationalism, as it incorporates migration and diaspora, does indeed fit Al-Shaykh who has experienced the complexity of migration from Lebanon to London. This has moulded and informed her literary and cultural negotiation with Western culture. Through crossing borders, Al-Shaykh has shaped a cosmopolitan outlook away from her homeland, as I have explained in chapters Three and Four. 
However, the question remains: How does the local Canadian context of Atwood’s novels inform her perception of transnationalism? At a first glance, Atwood may not seem to be transnational as she has not been engaged with transnationalism in the light of the definition quoted above. However, it can be argued that Atwood’s implicit brand of transnationalism fits her interest in the exchange of ideas and cultures across national boundaries. What I perceive as transnationalism in Atwood draws on Susan Stanford Friedman’s notions of ‘spatial axis’ and ‘geopolitical literacy’ (Friedman 109). Friedman explains that in thinking geopolitically, we can understand how ‘spatial entity’, whether it is ‘local, regional, national or transnational, inflects all individual, collective, and cultural identities’ (Friedman 109-110). Through the recognition of geopolitical and literary spaces in local Canada within a larger global context of what Ulf Hannerz identifies as the point of ‘increasing interconnectedness’ between the local and the global (Hannerz, ‘Cosmopolitans’ 237), I will argue that Atwood localizes transnationalism within a Western-Canadian context. She finds through literature a spatial entity and ‘a shared imagination’ (Cohen 516) to explore the complexity of the cultural exchange and transnational encounters across Arab and Western divides. Through Western and Middle-Eastern encounters, Atwood creates subjects who ‘move through narrative space and time [and] occupy multiple shifting positions in relation to each other and to different systems of power relations’ (Friedman 28). 
The ability to transcend locale and establish ‘routes’ in-between cultures embody the role I perceive for Atwood and Al-Shaykh as transnational literary ambassadors. Through their literary voices Atwood and Al-Shaykh establish ‘collective homes away from home’ (Clifford, ‘Diasporas’ 308). However, up to now the exploration of transnational crossing between Arab and Western borders has not been investigated in the literature of women writers. 
Part of my interest in Cat’s Eye is to locate Atwood’s transnational project and to explore the possible limits of her imagined political encounters between the West and Middle East. The question should be asked: why does Atwood include Middle Eastern concerns and bring in transnational encounters in long novels about the Canadian culture in Cat’s Eye and an American dystopia in Oryx and Crake? Does she perceive transnationalism as an opportunity to open up Canada to the world? How is transnationalism incorporated into Atwood’s novels alongside her concerns for Canadianness? Is this the beginning of Atwood’s transnational shift away from nationalism? And what are the limitations to her transnational project?
I will argue that though Cat’s Eye traces the beginning of Atwood’s involvement in transnationalism, her interest in a transnationally engaged literature, and in particular her Middle Eastern-Western concern, has its limits. As my reading will reveal, despite the fact that Atwood continues to ‘globalise’ her interests and aims for ‘transnationality’ (Spivak, Outside 258), she is only able to tell the story from the point of view of the ‘guilty’ Westerner. As her protagonists, the Canadian Elaine Risley in Cat’s Eye and the American Snowman (Jimmy) in Oryx and Crake show, they are powerful and secure in their locations yet powerless once their encounters with other races demand interaction and change. Both Elaine and Jimmy remain sympathetic, helpless and mostly detached. 
The two scenes concerning the Middle East in Cat’s Eye reveal some of Atwood’s reasons for this narrative of transnational, transcultural engagement. It is my contention that Atwood’s concern in introducing into the novel a Middle Eastern beggar on Toronto’s streets and of terrorists hijacking an aeroplane is not to stereotype or essentialise Middle Easterners. Instead, Atwood tries to problematise the power relations existing between the West and the Middle East and to question the economic, political, and religious motives behind such clichés. These scenes represent painful negotiation on both sides, between the binaries of ‘donor/beggar’ and ‘hostage/terrorist’, without reaching any resolution. This suggests that the wider dominating political context between the West and the Middle East makes it hard for these transnational encounters to push towards a change in relations. Furthermore, introducing two Canadian characters, Elaine and her brother Stephen, into the equation raises similar questions to those Atwood asked in Bodily Harm. These concern Canada’s responsibility towards non-Western countries which Atwood perceives as both powerful, yet powerless. This is significant in the light of Elaine’s encounter with the Middle Eastern woman and her brother’s encounter with the terrorists, as I go on to explain. As in Bodily Harm, Cat’s Eye indicates that Canada is not ‘exempt’ but is influenced by the political tensions existing between the West and the Middle East, through which it is facing the political and economic outcomes of migration. 
Atwood’s transnational preoccupation with the Middle East in Cat’s Eye resonates with her inclusion of a global perspective of asymmetric power relations between the First and Third Worlds in Oryx and Crake. Snowman’s encounter with Oryx, an Asian woman, speaks of this imbalanced relationship and the oppressive practice of the global trafficking in women. I will address Atwood’s concern with this matter, and will conclude this chapter with a brief discussion of Atwood’s references to the Gulf war, Osama Bin Laden, Saddam Hussein, and the so-called ‘war on terror’ to reveal her growing sensitivity towards transnational relations. Many scholars have not given these concerns much attention in Atwood’s novels, for they are subtly or only minimally introduced. Through her novels, Atwood represents a sense of obligation towards world politics and an alliance with a transnational feminist vision.


Transnational Feminists’ Responses to Global Patriarchy: Cat’s Eye and The Story of Zahra

In this section, I will examine some aspects that make Cat’s Eye familiar reading to an Arab reader. Both Cat’s Eye and The Story of Zahra anatomise the ideologies of gender education in the family, school, religious institutions and the culture at large. Both trace the lives of girls growing up in conservative societies. Through her analysis of families in Arab culture, the Lebanese feminist Suad Joseph’s theories of ‘relationality’ and ‘patriarchal connectivity’ provide some nuances to the ways in which Cat’s Eye shares concerns with The Story of Zahra. Joseph’s research into Lebanese society examines the influence of patriarchy on familial relations. According to Joseph, the notion of ‘relationality’ describes the process through which a subject’s life is shaped by his/her relations with others. She argues that familial connectivity empowers patriarchy. As a result, individuals within the Arab family establish a bond that accepts a relational hierarchy (Joseph, ‘Theories’ 2). There are many similarities between the Canada of the 1950s and the behaviour extant in modern Lebanon and other Arab countries. It cannot be claimed that the families in Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels are typical of all Canadian or Lebanese, any more than Suad Joseph’s theories represent all Lebanese families, nor do Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s critiques of the patriarchal structures in their societies aim at essentialising all families as patriarchal. It would be misleading to propose that the experiences of these families are representative of their cultures as a whole, given the varied political history and socio-economic experiences described in the narratives. Instead, Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s emphasis is on the interweaving of the individual and collective socialization of gender observed from a cultural feminist perspective. The families in Cat’s Eye place considerable weight on relationality and the patriarchal authority of the father. This is similar to the hierarchy in Zahra’s family.
Patriarchal connectivity, according to Suad Joseph, is the ‘production of selves with fluid boundaries organized for gendered and aged domination in a culture valorizing kin structures, morality and idioms’ (Joseph, ‘Theories’ 12). In other words, as individuals we are not free subjects who experience our ‘selving’ as ‘bounded, separate, or autonomous’ entities (Joseph, ‘Theories’ 12). On the contrary, our boundaries are ‘relatively fluid’ and, as such, we are strategically ‘socialized into social systems that value linkage, bonding, and sociability’ (Joseph, ‘Theories’ 9). Though she has been raised in an unconventional family, part of the interest in Elaine’s story lies in her learning about patriarchy through connectivity with families more conservative than hers. Elaine’s father is far more tolerant than Zahra’s, yet he cannot protect his daughter from gendered codes instilled within the institutions of the society. Elaine learns about power relations through an absent father, a powerless mother and a coercive religion. As for Zahra, she is brought up under the heavy hand of patriarchy, personified in the power of a pious father. Despite his dominance, this father fails to protect his daughter from abuse.
In Joseph’s notion of ‘relationality’, ‘selves are woven through intimate relationships that are lifelong, which transform over the course of personal and social history and which shape and are shaped by shifts and changes of the self’ (Joseph, ‘Theories’ 2). The making of the self, in this sense, is not a process of autonomous shaping. It is a collective process which emerges when individuals exert influence over each other’s lives. Zahra’s construction of the self is embedded within relational matrices. She remembers how she has never been herself, but always what her family, teachers, and neighbours have expected her to be. This alienates Zahra, who no longer recognizes the several images made of her. She recalls:
I never asked myself whether my fear of my father was on a mental or physical level. It was all part of a conglomeration of fear […] above all, that my images of myself might be overturned […] the image of which I had run off hundreds copies for distribution to all who had known me since childhood. Here is Zahra, the mature girl who says little; Zahra the princess; as my grandfather dubbed me; Zahra the stay-at-home, who blushes for any or for no reason; Zahra the hard-working student-quite the reverse of her brother, Ahmad; Zahra, in whose mouth butter would not melt, who has never smiled at any man, not even at her brother’s friends. This is Zahra – a woman who sprawls naked day after day on a bed in a stinking garage, unable to protest at anything. (Zahra 32) 

Zahra is pushed towards conforming to these images, having been socialized in patterns that are appropriate and expected of a woman. From all the recalled images, the naked image of Zahra is an immediate reminder of her demeaning and vulnerable situation. The unpleasant image of Zahra ‘sprawling naked’ and her failure to voice her protest against her sexual exploitation, are problematic aspects in the construction of an autonomous female selfhood. Her silence and docility exemplify an integral feature in the collective upbringing of Arab women. It is this issue which Al-Shaykh takes up in her stance against Arab culture. She criticizes women’s culpability in their own oppression. She sees them as discouraged from seeking independence and separation from patriarchal ties, controlling their bodies and asserting their autonomy. They reflect Cixous’s silenced women, ‘muffled throughout their history [to] live… in dreams, in bodies (though muted) in silences’ (Cixous 2049). Zahra recognizes her need for separation as she states, ‘I wanted to live for myself, I wanted my body to be mine alone. I wanted the place on which I stood and the air surrounding me to be mine and no one else’s’ (Zahra 78). Yet the power of patriarchy aborts her dream of separation and autonomy. Through Zahra, Al-Shaykh objects to the compliant position of Arab women. Her protest echoes that of Luce Irigaray, who argues that the underdeveloped condition of women emerges from ‘women’s submission by and to a culture that oppresses them, uses them, makes of them medium of exchange’ (Irigaray 32). 
	Similarly Atwood shows that Elaine has sought to please and been continually receptive of other’s judgments, in spite of her tendency to isolate and retreat within herself. Even in her escape to Vancouver Elaine’s secure borders separating her from her past disintegrate, revealing her ‘relational’ self to be an extension of her connectivity with others. As Sherrill Grace explains ‘the Self is not as easily posited as an individual, if to be individual must mean to be separate, discrete, bounded, distinct from the Object of its own discourse as well as from all others’ (Grace, ‘Gender’ 191). Relatedness, connectivity, and collective identity remain the paradigms for the female’s existence (Grace, ‘Gender’ 191). Elaine, however, is more autonomous (or to use Martha Sharpe’s term, a ‘dissident’ 174) trying to be avant-garde, independent, and in full control of her life. In her adolescence, Elaine tries to prove that she can stand up for herself, unlike Zahra. But underneath Elaine’s self-restrained image she is not so different from Zahra. The pressure to conform to the codes of patriarchal societies leaves Elaine and Zahra with a sense of frustration and silent in the face of their abuse and marginalization.
 	This leads us to consider more closely the authors’ treatment of the themes of patriarchy and the power of the gaze, and how these are implemented as a means of control in both cultures. ‘Classical patriarchy’, according to Suad Joseph, has many forms. It is ‘the dominance of males over females and elders over juniors and the mobilization of kinship structures, morality, and idioms to institutionalize and legitimate these forms of power’ (Joseph 121), a characteristic which distinguishes Arab from Western societies (Joseph, ‘Brother-Sister’ 121). Michèle Barret defines patriarchy as power relations that do not only refer to the oppression of women by men, but also include the dynamics of oppression of young men by the father. Patriarchy, of course, cannot be essentialised or perceived as a fixed structure. It varies according to social construction, economic changes, and shifting social morals. The dynamics of power among family members are traditionally practised by fathers (Kandiyoti, ‘Islam’ 23). Like much of the Western world after the Second World War, the typical Canadian family structure was patriarchal. Atwood’s portrayal of patriarchal power designated through a system of male authority is similar to the disciplining of Arab women through the ‘gaze’. Michel Foucault explains about the power of implementing the gaze: 
There is no need for […] physical violence, material constraints. Just a gaze, An inspecting gaze, a gaze which each person feeling its weight will end up interiorising to the point that he is his own overseer, each individual thus exercising this surveillance over, and against, himself. (Foucault 155) 

Though Foucault does not refer to gender politics here, his exploration of the gaze and notions of surveillance encompasses the ever powerful patriarchal gaze that disciplines and strengthens the subordination of women. Implementing the Foucauldian notion of a ‘disciplinary society’, Molly Hite argues that it is the female subject who is most often the object of the ‘gaze’. Hite suggests that ‘for women, to be seen is both to have an identity and to be identified as vulnerable’ (Hite, ‘Eye’ 195). Atwood illustrates that women and little girls are in part responsible for this gaze. Elaine’s friends embody the underlying principles of the patriarchal order, which for an Arab reader represent the fabric of power relations within a family structure. Cordelia, Carol and Grace are represented as agents of patriarchy, with competition and cruelty dominating their relationships. Their job is to implement the gaze, to spy and to report any misconduct. The girls ‘internalise the condemnatory gaze’ but paradoxically also achieve control over each other (Hite, ‘Eye’ 195). Atwood comments on this subtle and fluid relationship she observed between girls:
I’ve observed little girls from a few points of view. I’ve been a girl, I’ve had a girl, and I’ve taught girls. There are usually differences between girls and boys. Both are aggressive with their companions, but the boys are more open about it. They hit, they push physically. Their hierarchy is more solid and it’s based on something visible. The hierarchy of girls is more fluid. I didn’t know from one day to the next who was on top. It could change in very Byzantine ways […] [T]heir aggression is more verbal, more hidden, more subtle, more Machiavellian. (Atwood, Two Solicitudes 26)

To be accepted within the social structure, girls must become collaborators, disciplining and persecuting other girls and women. Conversely, they must be obedient and submissive in their relationships with men. As Foucault suggests, discipline is the force of ‘how to keep some one under surveillance’ (qtd. in O’Farrell, 102). Whilst Grace watches Elaine’s religious development and reports to her mother, Carol reports Elaine’s behaviour to Cordelia. The girls even imitate adult speech to discipline each other, as echoed in Cordelia’s scolding of Elaine: ‘How could you be so impolite?’, ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to be punished’ (Cat’s Eye 117) and ‘Stand up straight! People are looking’ (Cat’s Eye 119).
	The patriarchal gaze is assisted in its work by religion and the social institutions which accompany it. This, again, speaks to the upbringing of girls in Arab societies, where religion is used as a fundamental disciplinary apparatus. As in The Handmaid’s Tale, Cat’s Eye explores the overlapping power between religion and patriarchy. The tension created between the Risley family and the Smeaths over religious teaching impacts on the way both raise their children. Elaine’s acculturation process and her entry into patriarchy do not arrive through her family, but through her connections with her friends and their mothers. Elaine is exposed to religious scriptures and the religious gaze of the Anglican Mrs. Smeath. She learns about the Bible and God’s watchful eye, symbolized by the phrase ‘the Kingdom of God is within you’ (Cat’s Eye 125). This perplexes little Elaine, who recalls how the stars from her bedroom looked different from those in the wilderness. They were once ‘cold and white and remote, like alcohol and enamel trays.’ Now, they have been transformed into God’s eyes watching from above: ‘now they look watchful’ (Cat’s Eye 101). These gazing eyes are not only related to a spiritual God; they are the merciless eyes of society disciplining through surveillance. Elaine remembers: ‘street after street of thick red brick houses, with their front porch pillars, like the off-white stems of toad stools and their watchful, calculating windows. Malicious, grudging, vindictive, implacable’ (Cat’s Eye 14). 
In almost all her works, Atwood investigates the dynamics of the gaze. She examines how the gaze turned on the female subject is intended to determine and define women’s visibility in order to control and discipline their behaviour. Atwood is also aware of the gaze’s colonial, racial and gender implications. Whether describing the religious eye in The Handmaid’s Tale, Mrs. Nolan’s postcolonial gaze of the Arab student in ‘Dancing Girls’, the colonial gaze in Bodily Harm and Surfacing, or the patriarchal gaze in Cat’s Eye, Atwood treats the gaze as a manipulative practice that justifies the submission and exploitation of people to hierarchies of power. The gaze becomes the common denominator joining religion, patriarchy, and racist and sexist societies. 
	In a similar context, Al-Shaykh employs the imagery of the eye as a metaphor for paternal power. This is important because it is representative of the pattern governing father-daughter relationships in Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s novels. Zahra hates her father. She fears his khaki uniform, his watch, his Hitler-like moustache and his vicious look. She remembers: ‘I knew only dread of this god in his khaki suit, dread of his tram-car, dread of his strong body’ (Zahra 10). Because of this obsessive fear, Zahra prefers to keep her eyes closed so as to escape this mechanism of surveillance: ‘No sooner do I open my eyes than I wish I could close them again’ (Zahra 78). This is juxtaposed with the ever watchful ‘gaze’ of the father. Even when she closes her eyes, Zahra is haunted by her father’s ‘frowning face’ (Zahra 85) as his image is the first that comes into her mind. She wishes that the civil war could take away her father’s power, weakening his voice, and, most importantly, his ‘piercing eyes’ (Zahra 148). 
While Zahra fails to empower herself against this piercing, reproachful gaze, the blue cat’s eye marble which Elaine has kept from her childhood days becomes her means of reclaiming her power in the face of the societal gaze. The cat’s eye marble empowers her through reciprocating the gazing eye to which her friends and their families have subjected her. As Coral Ann Howells contends, because of her ‘Third Eye’, Elaine ‘sees more because she sees differently’ (Howells, Margaret Atwood 150). 






Cat’s Eye and The Story of Zahra reveal the common ground for shared cross-cultural perceptions of mothering and the mother-daughter relationship. The novels construct female subjects who are relationally connected through the matrilineal bond, but who do not achieve full identification with the mother figure. In the Western psychoanalytic discourse on motherhood, the emergence of an autonomous self leads to separation from the mother. To achieve autonomy and agency, relationality has to be deconstructed. However, Nancy Chodorow’s psychoanalytical feminist theory suggests that complete separation and autonomy from the mother does not exist in a mother-daughter relationship. Instead, the pattern that emerges is one of connectivity, where the mother sees in her daughter an extension of herself. However, mothers do not experience the same identification with their sons. Separateness rather than connectivity governs a mother-son relationship (Chodorow 169). Chodorow explains: 
Women’s mothering, then, produces asymmetries in the relational experiences of girls and boys as they grow up, which account for crucial differences in feminine and masculine personality, and the relational capacities and modes which they entail […] growing girls come to define and experience themselves as continuous with others; their experience of self contains more flexible or permeable ego boundaries. Boys come to define themselves as more separate and distinct, with a greater sense of rigid ego boundaries and differentiation. The basic feminine sense of self is connected to the world, the basic masculine sense of self is separate. (Chodorow 169) 

Relations between women, not only mothers and daughters, provide a vital base for the emergence of selfhood. Chodorow suggests that women develop a sense of ‘empathy’; ‘a stronger basis for experiencing another’s needs or feelings as one’s own’ (Chodorow 167). Moreover, she explains that with the absence of the father, the mother becomes responsible for maintaining gender development between the sexes. This, in turn, accentuates patriarchy. 
The representation of mothering in Cat’s Eye is central, as it resonates with the pattern Al-Shaykh describes in her novel. Such a theme allows an Arab reader to probe Elaine’s experience of mothering relationality in Canadian culture, and reflects on the extent to which this speaks of the mother-daughter relationship in Arab culture. In Cat’s Eye and The Story of Zahra, because of their mothers’ powerlessness and lack of a meaningful presence in their daughters’ lives, Elaine and Zahra grow up separated from their mothers, though they never lose identification with them. Atwood and Al-Shaykh trace the psychological impact of feelings of separation and connectivity within the mothering community. Elaine and Zahra’s loss of intimacy with their mothers has also resulted in an extreme sense of alienation from other women. This separation explains their continuous yearning to envisage the maternal bond, especially at times of emotional need and despair. 
In Cat’s Eye, Atwood focuses on the maternal influence as a way of encouraging girls’ development of a sense of self that is different from, yet remains connected with, the mother. Elaine explores herself in relation to her mother, Mrs. Smeath and Cordelia. She is aware that her mother ‘is not like the other mothers, [and] she does not fit with the idea of them’ (Cat’s Eye 156). Yet this difference in Mrs. Risley’s personality has not given little Elaine any sense of a privilege or strengthened her relationship with her mother. It is true that Mrs. Risley does not instil in Elaine the social shaping of women as docile, and that Elaine inherits some of her mother’s positive qualities. Nevertheless, Mrs. Risley’s inability to protect her daughter from bullying increases Elaine’s sense of insecurity and emotional detachment. As a child, Elaine says virtually nothing to any adult, including her mother, about the bullying or what she is enduring. Growing up under the same matrix of patriarchy as her mother, Elaine remains silent as it does not occur to her that her mother might stop the violence. Elaine just accepts the bullying as her fate and suffers psychological displacement. What adds to little Elaine’s feeling of motherly loss is the witnessing of her mother’s vulnerability after having a miscarriage. Elaine recalls: 
Her [mother’s] skin is pale and dry. She looks as if she’s listening to a sound, outside the house perhaps, but there is not sound […] It’s as if she’s gone off somewhere else, leaving me behind; or forgotten I am there. All of this is more frightening, even, than the splotch of blood. (Cat’s Eye 166)

This fear of the loss of the love object explains Elaine’s painting of the Pressure Cooker shortly after her mother’s death. Elaine portrays several images of her mother while cooking in her attempt to immortalise her memory: ‘I made this right after she died. I suppose I wanted to bring her back to life. I suppose I wanted her timeless’ (Cat’s Eye 151).
Elaine’s confusion over gender politics and the ambiguity of girls’ power games as a child result in her inability to connect with other women, including her mother. Her emotional alienation prevents her from reciprocating love and warmth towards her mother. When cleaning the cellar in her parents’ house before her mother dies, Elaine is 
aware of a barrier between [them]. It’s been there for a long time. Something I have resented. I want to put my arms around her. But I am held back. (Cat’s Eye 397)
As her trust in and insight into women have been distorted, Elaine does not know how to reach out for her mother. However, Atwood shows how a maternal bond is never entirely lost. As an adult Elaine unconsciously asserts her association and continuing identification with her mother, and subsequently with her own two daughters. She becomes convinced that her mother felt that something wrong was happening to her daughter. Elaine thinks: 
What would I have done if I had been my mother? She must have realized what was happening to me, or that something was. Even towards the beginning she must have noted my silences, my bitten fingers, the dark scabs on my lips where I’d pulled off patches of the skin. If it were happening now, to a child of my own, I would know what to do. But then? There were fewer choices, and a greater deal less was said. (Cat’s Eye 150)

After this recognition, Elaine does not feel bitter towards her mother, seemingly understanding that the Canada of the 1940s gave women in general little power within the patriarchal structure. She also realizes that determinants such as class and ethnicity play crucial roles in marginalizing certain groups in Canada. When, as a child, her mother told her ‘you have to learn to stand up for yourself’ (Cat’s Eye 156), it proved to Elaine that her mother was confused with the social values of society and that she definitely felt herself to be an outsider as much as Elaine now does. Through her mother’s silent endurance, the daughter learns how to empower herself and be more conscious of her rights as a woman, ultimately defining herself in opposition to her mother and achieving more independence. 
It is interesting to note Elaine experiences her longing for her mother at the art show. She remembers her mother and wishes that she is with her: ‘I am swept with longing. I want my mother to be here’ (Cat’s Eye 351). Atwood sees in this longing a continuous bond that constructs and empowers the female subject. Elaine longs for her mother to witness her daughter’s artistic achievement and autonomy, and to identify with a maternal bond that defies the patriarchal system. 
Elaine’s phase of rejection of other women does not last for ever. It is replaced with a new phase of awareness that accompanies her through her journey to Toronto and her interaction with women in the art gallery and that chimes with Chodorow’s notion that an autonomous selfhood is not pertinent to women. Chodorow explains, ‘women’s sense of self is continuous with others and […], unlike men, women experience themselves relationally’ (qtd. in Green 189). After a destructive religious woman splashes of one of her paintings with ink, Elaine rethinks her isolation from other women, and begins to appreciate their presence. Though her distrust continues, she is ‘soothed and consoled, patted, cherished as if in shock. Maybe they mean it, maybe they like me after all. It’s hard for me to tell, with women’ (Cat’s Eye 354). However, what Elaine notices when one of the women at the gallery hugs her for protection is that ‘she smells like a mother’ (Cat’s Eye 354). Elaine’s need for a mother far exceeds her ambivalence towards relationships between women. But now that her mother is just a memory, Elaine realizes that supportive, sincere women do exist and learns that fluid boundaries between women enhance their agency.
Unlike Elaine’s family, Zahra’s family places great weight on the importance of the mother-son relationship. Among Arab families, this ‘relationality’, which privileges sons as the extension of the patriarchal line, can often lead to gender discrimination and the neglect of daughters. In ‘My Son/Myself, My Mother/Myself’, Suad Joseph explores the pattern of relations in a Lebanese family, suggesting that the mother’s attachment to her son is the result of a sense of insecurity in her marriage. Joseph explains that in some Arab countries a man has the right to divorce his wife and remarry again without his wife’s consent. Therefore it is through her son that the woman finds the financial support and security that she might lose if her marriage ends. Joseph suggests that ‘Arab culture in general, being patriarchal and patrilineal, valorises the son as the prime offspring off his parents. [...] In most Arab societies, it is by birthing a son that a woman makes her claim to status’ (Joseph 187). Part of Zahra’s anguish, then, is the result of her mother’s discriminatory treatment. Fatmé’s preference for her son, Ahmad, over her daughter can be explained in economic terms. Zahra’s mother is aware that her security depends on her son and not her daughter. As a result, she focuses her attention on Ahmad and neglects Zahra. Zahra remembers: ‘I dared not reach for the chicken pieces…This she always reserved for Ahmad’ (Zahra 8-9). This aggravates Zahra’s sense of misery and unease in her tensed relationship with her mother. She becomes aware of a gender hierarchy that privileges the male over the female. 
Zahra’s distress is further exacerbated as she witnesses her mother’s infidelity. She becomes conscious of her mother’s neglect and absence at a very young age. Zahra experiences feelings of loss, realizing that ‘the distance between me and my mother grows greater, deeper, although we have been as close as an orange and its navel’ (Zahra 5). She no longer identifies with her mother. Her feelings range from love to hate as she realizes that it was her mother’s continual affairs which led to the fragmentation of the mother-daughter relationship. In a similar way to Elaine, Zahra recalls her longing for her mother’s loving eye and touch:
I would watch her when she was with me, and study her when she was at a distance. I thought all the while, as I looked up at her, of how much I wanted to draw her towards me, to draw myself close to her, to touch her face and have her eyes peering into mine. I wanted to disappear into the hem of her dress and become even closer to her than the navel is to the orange! (Zahra 5-6)

According to Joseph Zeidan, this yearning for the mother is the reason for Zahra’s return to her parents’ house, in spite of her being married. It is not a sign of retreat, but is an evidence ‘of her continuing search for her mother’ (Zeidan 215). It could also be argued that Zahra’s return is an attempt to relocate herself within a family whose members have denied her an equal presence. 
Miriam Cooke asserts that Zahra’s rejection of her husband and her curling up into a ‘foetal position’ represent her yearning to return her mother’s womb in a ‘promise of rebirth’ (Cooke, War’s 53). Zahra’s yearning for connectivity with her mother resurfaces at the end of the novel, thus mirroring Elaine’s nostalgic longing for her mother at the art gallery. After being shot by the sniper, Zahra, bleeding to death, remembers her mother: ‘I wish I could see my mother’s face […] Where are you, my mother? In what warm room do you sit? I wish I could be close to you now’ (Zahra 183). 





Forgiving men is so much easier than forgiving women. (Cat’s Eye 267)
Women’s fighting is news. (Cat’s Eye 354)

	I have explored the ways in which Cat’s Eye speaks to an Arab audience in terms of familial relations and patriarchy. My purpose here is to explore the novel’s universal ability to speak to Third World/Arab feminists in relation to Western feminism. This, I will propose, allows for another transgression that dissolves the Canadian national boundaries of the novel. 
	The treatment of feminism and the history of women’s movement itself are crucial to my appreciation of Cat’s Eye. Among Western and Third World feminist relations, the need for transnational and transcultural exchange is often blurred by ethnocentric assumptions about Third World women. Though the 1970s and the 1980s feminist slogans such as ‘sisterhood is powerful’ and ‘sisterhood is global’ brought women from Western and Third World countries together and pushed towards agency and exchange, global feminism was critiqued for its limitations. A number of Western and Third World feminists have criticized the prevailing notion of the universalism of women’s oppression. They have acknowledged the limitation of global feminism and its lack of consideration for women’s differences. These critics have proposed another theoretical model which is more sensitive to women’s locality and cultural specificities. Cheryl Johnson-Odim maintains that though gender is integral to all feminists, it should not be considered the prime concern for feminists. Issues of race and imperialism are priorities for women in non-Western countries: ‘a gender-based analysis alone, without the factoring in of issues or race and class, can never describe [Third World women’s] oppression’ (Johnson-Odim 318). In a similar context, Valerie Amos and Pratibha Parmar point out the limitations of Western feminism. They contend that these limitations are concerned with issues important to white middle-class women, but not to black or Third World women (Amos and Parmar 4), noting that ‘Many white feminists’ failure to acknowledge the differences between themselves and black and Third World women has contributed to the predominantly Eurocentric and ethnocentric theories of women’s oppression’ (Amos and Parmar 7). 
More recently, feminist theorists such as Gayatri Spivak, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Caren Kaplan and Inderpal Grewal have raised issues regarding the imbalance in the relationships existing between Western and Third World women. Spivak’s call for ‘transnational literacy’, Mohanty’s call for ‘feminism without borders’ and Kaplan and Grewal’s call for ‘transnational feminism’ maintain that feminism has to be adjusted to acknowledge women’s socio-political and historic specificities. At the same time, these concepts are intended to create a genuine cultural exchange. Friedman coined the term ‘Locational Feminism’ as a mode that ‘acknowledges the interlocking dimension of global cultures’ (Friedman 5). She argues that:
A locational approach to feminism incorporates diverse formations because its positional analysis requires a kind of geopolitical literacy built out of a recognition of how different times and places produce different and changing gender systems as these intersect with other different and changing societal stratifications and movements for social justice. Locational feminism thus encourages the study of difference in all its manifestations without being limited to it, without establishing impermeable borders that inhibit the production and visibility of ongoing intercultural exchange and hybridity. (Friedman 5)

In Cat’s Eye, Atwood uses the experiences and the dynamics of power politics between little girls as an allegory to direct her critique at feminists within women’s movements during the 1980s. She ridicules Western feminists’ call for the homogenizing of women and women’s experiences under the rubric of ‘global feminism’, and satirises the over-generalising claim of sisterhood: ‘The early mythology of the Women’s Movement – that women were born into sisterhood – is no more true than to say that women are born into motherhood. The styles of motherhood are very much learned, as are the styles of relationships among women’ (qtd. in Meyer and O’Riordan 159). Atwood perceives feminism as the right principle. However, she believes that feminism can be dangerous once it starts to speak about the experiences of other women and unconsciously repeats imperial relationships. She challenges us to see the limitations of a homogenising feminism that enforces Western feminist domination:
I deny the homogeneity of [women’s experiences]…the experience of an Australian feminist is not the same as the experience of an American feminist. […] They have their own set of circumstances to deal with […] If I have anything to say to the American feminist, it’s that they’ve been too parochial. America is very big, you can get lost in it, but they haven’t looked enough outside. (qtd. in Meese 184)  
	
Cat’s Eye is remarkable partly because in it Atwood explores women’s mutual mistrust and betrayal so frankly, showing that women’s relationships are not all co-operative sisterhoods (Atwood, Writing with Intent 22-30). She shows how, contrary to what is expected and what is advocated in feminist arenas, on some occasions women are capable of competition. Recognizing another women’s oppression does not necessarily lead toward female solidarity or emancipation. This, I suggest, mirrors the tense relationship between Western feminists and Third World/Arab feminists. Elaine’s doubts about women and feminism at large is echoed in Arab feminists’ hesitant approach to implementing the terms ‘feminism and feminist’ for fear of ostracism or of being considered Westernized, masculine, and generally threatening to the security of the family. Moreover, Elaine is confused about lesbian feminists’ suggestion that an ‘equal relationship’ with men demands that women become lesbians: ‘you are not genuine otherwise’ (Cat’s Eye 378). One question Atwood raises is: are women really going to be free from patriarchy and sexual oppression if they discard their heterosexual relations and become lesbians? The answer seems to be that, much as Atwood rejects feminist categories, she sees that lesbian relations can be just as oppressive as their heterosexual patriarchal counterparts.    
	Furthermore, Elaine’s sense of security depends on the presence of men in her life rather than women. She feels little solidarity with women, not only because of her violent childhood, but also because of her close relationship with her brother. Solidarity and friendship among women only amplify betrayal and competition, and women in general provoke feelings of intimidation in her. She states: 
Women collect grievance, hold grudges and change shape. They pass hard, legitimate judgments, unlike the purblind guesses of men, forged with romanticism and ignorance and bias and wish. Women know too much, they can neither be deceived nor trusted. (Cat’s Eye 378-9)
Atwood problematises the categorizing and the labelling of women and draws on her personal experience of being categorized as a ‘feminist’ writer early in her career: 
I was not conscious of my woman’s audience but I realize now that my writing and my gender met at two points. I published with initials, because I feared rejection as a lady writer, which everyone knew was as bad as a lady painter. […] The biographies of women authors were very clear: you could write and be classified as neurotic or you could get married and be fulfilled. (qtd. in Sullivan 92)

The inclusion of Atwood’s name on the feminist agenda has been problematic. As Jill LeBihan argues, Atwood refuses to ‘align herself with women’s movement’. She has been perceived as a ‘reactionary artist, separating her art from her politics and undermining feminist solidarity’ (LeBihan 94). What seems to be a contradiction between being a woman and a writer mirrors Elaine’s categorization as a ‘feminist’ artist. When she is asked about feminism, Elaine refuses to be categorized saying, ‘I hate partly lines, I hate ghettoes. Any way, I’m too old to have invented it and you’re too young to understand it, so what’s the point of discussing it at all?’ (Cat’s Eye 90) She is conscious of the role the media plays in creating a certain image of the artist. In an interview, Elaine is asked how she copes with fame. She responds: ‘This isn’t fame. Fame is Elizabeth Taylor’s cleavage. This stuff is just a media pimple’ (Cat’s Eye 88). Elaine also denies that being a well-known artist means one has to lead two separate lives, with one doomed to be unhappy or insecure. As Carol Osborne argues ‘feminist collectives’ and ‘motherhood’ do not necessarily bring women (and certainly not Elaine) a sense of self-fulfilment and achievement (Osborne 107). Atwood deconstructs ‘the myths that a woman can get a better sense of self through organized groups of women who share the same experiences of oppression, or through becoming a mother’ (Osborne 107). Though these might be useful connections, they should not be women's only options for self-achievement. Atwood points out that ‘if you’re doing something because you think you should, whatever it is, it’s likely to be bad. If there is no real energy behind it, it becomes billboard, it becomes dutiful. And that goes for anything, including feminism’ (qtd. in Garron 210).
	Atwood’s sense of the limitations of feminism can be seen in Elaine’s refusal to align herself with feminist groups. Martha Sharpe argues that Elaine critiques the tendency to treat feminism as a form of cult; a sort of religion that is sacred (M. Sharpe 185). Elaine rejects the way the women at the consciousness-raising groups try to control her life by telling her how to live: ‘they have a certain way they want me to be, and I am not that way. They want to improve me. At times I feel defiant: what right have they to tell me what to think?’ (Cat’s Eye 379) This quote again speaks of the disputed relationship between Western and Third World/Arab women. Within the existing power relations between feminists, Third World/Arab women are perceived as having a sense of essential difference through ‘Eurocentric models, frameworks and definitions which leave no room for validating the struggles and concerns of Black and Third World women’ (Amos and Parmar 8). This classification of feminists has worked to increase awareness of the ways through which Western feminism imposes an imperial and racist ideology. In fact, this has led many Third World/Arab feminists to separate themselves from Western feminism. What is needed affirms Friedman’s call for ‘a geopolitical, locational feminism [that] travels globally in its thinking, avoiding the imposition of one set of cultural conditions on another, assuming the production of local agencies and conceptualization, and remaining attentive to the way these differences are continually in the process of modification through interactions within a global system of diverse, multidirectional exchanges’ (Friedman 7).
	Feminism operates on women’s emotional and psychological needs, but is not yet a political force that generates equality between the sexes and between women from different backgrounds (Hengen 106). Once more, we see this in Elaine’s commentary:
It is not enough to give lip service and to believe in equal pay: there has to be a conversion, from the heart. Or so they imply. Confession is popular, not of your flaws but of your sufferings, at the hands of men. Pain is important, but only certain kinds of it: the pain of women, but not the pain of men. Telling about your pain is called sharing. I don’t want to share in this way; also I am insufficient in scars. I have lived a privileged life, I’ve never been beaten up, raped, gone hungry. (Cat’s Eye 378)

Elaine’s problem with Western feminism mirrors the Third World/Arab feminist struggle. Her words encapsulate a need many Arab women have expressed: the need for a ‘conversion from the heart’ of their societies to allow them a more active role. Elaine does not want to be construed as a victim. Similarly, Third World/Arab feminists have dismissed the essentialised assumption of their victimization and criticised Western feminism for its inability to take into consideration the various social, historical, and political conditionings operating on women in non-Western countries. Spivak talks about the need for Western feminists to educate themselves about Third World women, instead of assuming that they are all oppressed, abused and illiterate (Spivak, ‘Questions’ 195). Other feminist theorists such as Trinh T. Minh-ha, Moraga and Anzaldúa have discussed the imperial relationship of domination; a Western feminist model is not necessarily the right model for all women, and such a unilateral approach may even, as Spivak suggests, risk ‘reproducing the axioms of imperialism’ (Spivak, ‘Three’ 243). It is important to add that there are many modes of Western feminism, and such modes can also essentialise ‘Western femininity’.
For many years now the struggle of Arab feminists has been double-sided. They have attempted to overcome their oppression under male-dominated structures through raising women’s consciousness of their political rights. At the same time, they have spoken about the need to devise a transnational agency through which the voices of Arab women can be heard in the international feminist arena. Feminist theorists like Nawal El-Saadawi, Leila Ahmad, Fatima Mernissi and Azizah Al Hibri, to name just a few, write in response to the homogenisation of Arab women’s oppression. They complicate the binaries of the West and the East, and focus on Western misrepresentations of Arab women so as to challenge and correct them. Their emergent attempts can be seen as a way of deconstructing Orientalist views of Arab women, and calling attention to their interconnected struggles against the domination of race, sex and class. On another level, these writers’ attempts can be viewed as a method of necessitating their location within a ‘multicultural, international, and transnational feminism’, to employ Friedman’s term (Friedman 4). 
Elaine’s art dramatizes women from her past to help her unveil experiences that have become integral to her self-reconciliation. Through her art, Elaine manages a partial escape from the patriarchal order. Her paintings are controversial and are welcomed among feminist groups. Many of her drawings are inspired by people and objects in her childhood, such as her red plastic purse and favourite blue cat’s eye marble. She also paints images of women naked, aging and exposed, going against societal norms which value images of feminine beauty and youth. Elaine’s art makes clear her rejection of patriarchal conformity, allowing her to challenge discourses of femininity that emphasize women’s passivity and obedience. She chooses instead to represent ugly yet powerful women who are capable of harm and hostility. Madeleine Davies argues that ‘the starved, transformed, beaten, disease, abused, and incarcerated female bodies that litter Atwood’s novels should therefore be seen in the context of a concern to draw attention to women’s position within a culture that plays numerous dirty tricks on them’ (Davies 62).
The narrative suggests that art can unite certain groups such as the women at the art gallery, while at the same time provoking others, notably religious conservatives. She also emphasizes Elaine’s art as a means of escaping the ‘gendering’ of her life. It is clear, though, that art has a different interpretation for Elaine than for the other groups, whether religious or feminist, who bring their own views of gender and culture to what they see. More importantly, as Martha Sharpe suggests, Elaine’s paintings ‘bridge gaps between herself and other women’, who ‘communicate visually instead of verbally’ (M. Sharpe 177). 
The question of how art can unite yet divide is brought into sharp focus through the incident in which a religious woman splashes Elaine’s painting White Gift with ink. White Gift is a controversial painting showing Mrs. Smeath naked, surrounded with ‘angels of God’ and words from the Bible. Elaine describes White Gift: 
Mrs. Smeath is wrapped up in white tissue paper like a can of Spam or a mummy, with just her head sticking out, her face wearing its closed half-smile. […] She’s progressively unwrapped: in her print dress and bib apron […] and her saggy-legged cotton underpants, her one large breast sectioned to show her heart. Her heart is the heart of a dying turtle: reptilian, dark red, diseased. Across the bottom of this panel is stenciled: THE.KINGDOM.OF.GOD.IS.WITHIN.YOU. (Cat’s Eye 352)

Elaine’s fixation with Mrs. Smeath is a means of displacing her anger towards Cordelia, her parents’ indifference and helplessness to her abuse, and her frustration with the hypocrisy of religion. Mrs. Smeath ‘multiplies on the walls like bacteria, standing, sitting, flying, with clothes, without clothes, following me around with her many eyes like those 3-D postcards of Jesus’ (Cat’s Eye 338). Only later does it become clear that Mrs. Smeath is like her mother and Cordelia, who are trapped in a social structure that dictates the way women behave, while the men in their lives ‘turn [them] into a model of tidiness and efficiency’ (Cat’s Eye 335). Yet for this religious woman the painting is a violation of God’s name through its association with women’s nudity. The woman tells Elaine that she is ‘disgusting’ and accuses her of ‘taking the Lord’s name in vain’ (Cat’s Eye 353) and of failing to consider the pain she is causing sensitive religious people through her artistic audacity. 
Though Elaine’s art distances her from the women and other spectators who are opposed to her paintings, it also brings her closer to other women who are supportive and considerate. The sabotage does not prompt either hurt or shock in Elaine. Instead she remains cynical, as she is aware that this incident will mean her work being viewed with more respect, and her art having ‘an odd revolutionary power’ added to it (Cat’s Eye 354). Nevertheless, the very process of painting forces Elaine to reassess her identity, an exploration which is indivisible from an examination of her community (Vickroy 129). Elaine makes use of her art gallery to take a step from self-enclosure towards openness. Through looking at the paintings she delves deeply into layers of her past to reconcile with the people who are integral to her process of self-reassessment. 
	Paralleling the Islamic feminist argument that Islam empowers women, Atwood’s care in analysing the complicity of Western churches in gender oppression is balanced by her seeing in Christianity a resource for women’s resistance. In her painting of the Virgin Mary, Elaine depicts a powerful motherly figure dressed in the traditional blue cloak and white veil and carrying her groceries. But, instead of being a vulnerable woman, the Virgin Mary has ‘the head of a lioness’. She is protecting her cub, Elaine, and empowering her to reverse the gaze (Cat’s Eye 345). Elaine has carried this notion of a ‘fierce, alert to danger, [and] wild’ Mary since her childhood. Elaine believes that it is the Virgin who rescued her from drowning in the ravine. Through the painting, she reclaims a matriarchal heritage by insisting that the Virgin is not a submissive, selfless woman, but a powerful figure who should not be represented as the ‘old bloodless milk-and-water Virgins of art history’ (Cat’s Eye 345). 
	Atwood believes that the notion of feminism changes with generations, and each generation trusts its own vision to be the correct form of feminism. Furthermore, she criticizes how certain roles and experiences of women are welcomed, yet others are not. For example, when Elaine tells Andrea, the young newspaper reporter, about World War II, Andrea changes the subject as this is not the kind of media material she is interested in. Elaine recalls:
Brightly and neatly she veers away from the war and back towards women, which was where she wanted to be in the first place. Is it harder for a woman, was I discriminated against, undervalued? What about having children? [...] What I have to say is not altogether what she wants to hear. She’d prefer stories of outrage…people of my age are supposed to have stories of outrage; at least insult, at least putdown. Male art teachers pinching your bum, calling you baby, asking you why there are no great female painters, that sort of thing. She would like me to be furious, and quaint. (Cat’s Eye 89-90) 

If she is to be endorsed by women’s movements, Elaine is not supposed to discuss the war or her supportive husband as these are of little interests to the feminists. She has to talk about her suffering and agony with men and how this has been reflected through her art. Elaine demands neutrality to gender; her work should be appreciated in its own right. 
Women are not only subject to oppression. Atwood believes that men can also be victims of power relations, as she illustrates in Bodily Harm and The Handmaid’s Tale, and Oryx and Crake. Atwood pushes towards finding a middle ground, where communication between feminists and adherents of patriarchal traditions is not restricted to accusations. And while she condemns patriarchal practices, she also criticizes some feminists for failing to see that oppression is not only a woman’s concern. 


Margaret Atwood’s Transnationalism: Locating the Middle East in Cat’s Eye
Homelessness is a nationality now. (Cat’s Eye 314)

Atwood’s ‘postnationalist’ phase, (by which I do not mean to say that she has whole-heartedly rejected nationalism), marked a shift in her sense of literary responsibility. Like Bodily Harm and The Handmaid’s Tale, Cat’s Eye partly reminds readers of human suffering and the killing of civilians in the name of religious ideologies and political interests. But it barely refers directly to the representation of transnational or multicultural relationships. As mentioned earlier, Cat’s Eye is almost entirely set in Canada. The patriarchy and gender betrayal outlined in the sections above make it more of a compelling read for Arabs than Atwood’s earlier attempts to explore East-West relations. As I have discussed in the three short stories in Chapter Five, Atwood’s representation of Middle Eastern/Arab characters is not as sophisticated as her treatment of Middle Eastern characters in Cat’s Eye. The universal appeal of the novel has blurred its transnational aspect, but Cat’s Eye offers an indirect view of Canada’s multicultural context and a bleak representation of Middle-Eastern characters. In spite of this oblique reference to the Middle East, I intend to show that a reading of Cat’s Eye indicates that Atwood has developed a more sophisticated perspective. In other words, to use Friedman’s concept, she has developed a ‘geopolitical axis’ that integrates transnational concerns even in a domestically-focused novel. At the same time, I want to question the effectiveness of Atwood’s transnational project by pointing out its limitations. I will ask whether Atwood is essentialising Middle Easterners in her novel. Is she trying to problematise the political situation between the West and Middle East? And how does she include transnationalism alongside her national concerns? 
Cat’s Eye was published in 1988, the year of the Lockerbie bombing and though Atwood could not have anticipated this, she is uncannily prescient in predicting a gloomy future as she did in her earlier novel The Handmaid’s Tale. The narrative depicts a similar incident, in which Stephen is killed during an aeroplane hijack somewhere in the Middle East. Years before Stephen’s death, Elaine recalls a reunion with her brother in Toronto. Stephen, by then a well-known physicist, has inherited his father’s passion for science as well as his indifference towards world politics. Elaine recalls how Stephen was engrossed in his scientific theories, becoming ‘more taciturn’, and communicating mainly through postcards (Cat’s Eye 330). Stephen is represented as an idealised figure, Elaine’s lost ally, and the embodiment of the hope for change in the patriarchal mentality. However, Stephen’s detachment from the world around him symbolises a larger frame of critique. We can think of Stephen both as a character and a symbolic representation of Canada. Through him, Atwood criticizes Canadians’ victimhood and their indifference to what happens in the world. Her belief that America plays a hegemonic role over Canada is illustrated in Survival and ‘Canadian-American Relations: Surviving the Eighties’ in Second Words. Atwood has often depicted Canadians playing the role of the victims since they were subjected to the British and French colonization. Marilyn Patton states that the miniature portrait of Canada as ‘neutral and harmless’ subsides in ‘an increasingly interdependent global village’ (Patton 154). As Elaine recalls about her brother, ‘what I have always assumed in him to be bravery may be merely an ignorance of consequences. He thinks he is safe, because he is what he says he is. But he’s out in the open, and surrounded by strangers’ (Cat’s Eye 291). As with Rennie in Bodily Harm, Stephen believes that his lack of involvement in human concerns protects him from harm. His outlook towards his interaction with his surrounding is somewhat different from that of Elaine, who is conscious of and forced into the public/ political domain by her childhood experience and the vandalizing of her paintings. 
Atwood shows that men can be victims of wider political contexts; Al-Shaykh takes a similar view of Ahmad, Zahra’s brother. Both writers show that patriarchal oppression is not limited to women; it also includes men. Like Atwood, Al-Shaykh, in Beirut Blues and Only in London refers to the solidarity needed between men and women to undo more pervasive gender segregation. This is evident in the characters of Asmahan and Simon/Jawad, Lamis and Nicholas and Amira and Samir. Al-Shaykh shows the fate of the young of both genders to be that of cannon fodder for nationalist, ethnic and religious wars. The common denominator between Stephen and Ahmad is that they have been blind to political attitudes which lead to violence and oppression. Ahmad represents the youths who are brainwashed into believing that defending the nation boosts a man’s honour and masculinity. He tells his family what happened to him on the battlefield: 
I’ve been under the influence of combat groups. It’s a different story being on your own than it is being part of a large group. To belong in a group makes you part of the war and not a murderer. Your gun isn’t a gun, but an object you carry naturally. And the group digests you so that you forget you are an individual. I was standing in the open, at the door of a bire, and the bullets seemed unreal, like bullets from toys. It is the combat groups who are responsible for everything that’s happened. (Zahra 118) 

Ahmad claims that he and the other men are fighting for a cause, but what they fail to realise is that the mechanisms of war operate more subtly. Zahra understands Ahmad’s own subjection to violence: 
Ahmad and his friends claimed to be fighting against exploitation. Anxious to draw attention to the demands of the repressed Shi’ite minority, they wanted to destroy imperialism along with the isolationist forces and the decaying, tattered régime. But their beautiful words never killed imperialism, while they remained behind their barricades […] bullets flew, bombs exploded, smoke rose and bodies bled. (Zahra 121)

Both Atwood and Al-Shaykh question the motives that force men into extreme behaviour. Elaine states that Stephen is killed for the Hammurabic law - ‘an eye for an eye or someone’s idea of it’ (Cat’s Eye 388) and that this in turn breeds radical extremism and aversion. Elaine maintains of the Hammurabic law that, ‘an eye for an eye leads only to more blindness’ (Cat’s Eye 405). A different conception of the gaze emerges here to indicate that the self-deception of masculine power only breeds brutality and violence. 
It is difficult to determine whether Atwood is particularly anxious about Canada’s position within this Middle East/West conflict. However, her incorporation of a transnational perspective in domestic concerns indicates her political sensitivity, and particularly her ambivalence and scepticism of such encounters. Though Cat’s Eye was written almost thirteen years before the 9/11 attacks, the novel is relevant in its analysis of fundamentalist thinking and in its attitudes to violence. As such, Stephen’s death speaks of a sequence of events. Atwood shows that the terrorist attack takes place in a Middle-Eastern country through Elaine’s description of the unfamiliarity of the place. This marks a shift in Atwood’s previous openness about the Middle East, where her interest was in presenting superficial cultural encounters. However, avoiding naming the Middle Eastern country and keeping it an indeterminate place add to Atwood’s ambiguity. Her aim is not to create stereotypes or to take positions against any country, but to raise political questions about the conflicts between the West and the Middle East and the motives behind recurrent acts of terror. Here, however, Atwood’s objective might be misconceived as an indirect reinforcement of stereotypes. As the hijacked plane lands, the country is unfamiliar to Stephen: ‘a runway, shimmering with heat, and beyond that a dun landscape alien as the moon, with a blinding sea in the background; and some oblong brown buildings with flat roofs. […] He doesn’t know what country the buildings are in’ (Cat’s Eye 389). Besides, the terrorists speak ‘heavily accented but understandable English’ (Cat’s Eye 390). And, following religious scriptures, they set free all the women and children from the plane but keep the men as hostages. Elaine crosses the Atlantic for fifteen hours to identify her brother’s body. She speaks to the witnesses who tell her about what happened and how Stephen was chosen from among the other passengers to be thrown out of the plane. Atwood’s transnational concern here is not to suggest that this law of revenge is more significant in the Arab world. The death of Stephen repeats the pattern of revenge to which Elaine was subjected as a child, except that it has different motives. Later in the novel, Elaine acknowledges that she herself took revenge on Cordelia, but she is more aware of the consequences of revenge than her brother. These hijackers have been caught up in the Middle East/West political conflict; two patriarchal orders conflicting with each other. They believe that the need to covey a political message to those in power in the West has to be achieved through acts of terror. As Edward Said explains:
In our wish to make ourselves heard, we tend very often to forget that the world is a crowded place, and that if everyone were to insist on the radical purity or priority of one’s own voice, all we would have would be the awful din of unending strife, and a bloody political mess, the true horror of which is beginning to be perceptible here and there. (Said, Culture xxiii)

Like Ahmad, they have undergone processes of ‘transformation’ within ideologies of masculinity, and believe that they are dying for a righteous cause. Elaine contemplates:
These men have been caught halfway through their transformation: ordinary bodies but with powerful, supernatural heads, deformed in the direction of heroism, or villainy. […] But die for what? There’s probably a religious motif, though in the foreground something more immediate: money, the release of others jailed in some sinkhole for doing more or less the same thing these men are doing. Blowing something up, or threatening to. Or shooting someone. (Cat’s Eye 390)

Elaine’s belief in the transformation of these men echoes Zahra’s concern that the soldiers are ‘drugged’ (Zahra 121). Elaine questions the motives which push these men to sacrifice their lives: there must be a good reason, otherwise their deaths are meaningless. In spite of Stephen’s solitary character, which seems to be non-violent, Elaine believes that if he were in the same situation he would be ready to die for the cause, sharing with these men ‘a certain fellow-feeling’ (Cat’s Eye 390). However, Molly Hite argues that the justification for these acts remain ‘hypothetical’, since it does not justify ‘the logic that suddenly transforms a person into a representative, an emblem, and a victim’ who deserves punishment (Hite, ‘Eye’ 204). This context is analogous with the ‘war on terror’, the construction of the ‘enemy’ and notions of good and evil in the political discourse post-9/11. As Hite argues: 
People are manipulated, mutilated, and killed because they occupy certain positions in the overall structure, due largely to accidental factors rather than to anything they have done. […] Stephen is killed because he is a representative of the white, Western, male oppressor class. (Hite, ‘Eye’ 191-192) 

	Atwood raises the notion that Canada’s national identity is no longer a compelling subject, as it was during the 1970s. She explains: ‘we gave up a long time ago trying to isolate the gene for Canadianness’ (qtd. in Eleonora Rao 101). However, her sense of Canadianness is not threatened by her inclusion of transnational matters. Instead, it is a way of perceiving transnationalism as an opportunity to open up Canada to the world. The reason for this is Atwood’s keen observation of the new identity of Canada, especially following the government’s introduction of the Migration Act in 1988. Cat’s Eye traces the history of Toronto from an ethnically homogenous white provincial town to a multicultural cosmopolitan city. However, through Elaine, Atwood is again sceptical of multiculturalism. She shows how this shift towards multiculturalism is superficial and is only a commercially-driven development. For instance, the availability of Eastern food in Toronto is not a sign of a real advancement in multicultural relations. The glimpses of multicultural Toronto reveal both the ‘frozen’ position of Canada vis-à-vis non-Westerners and the difficulty Canadians encounter in their acceptance of others’ differences in their society. Christopher Lasch argues that multiculturalism has its dark side. It ‘conjure[s] up the agreeable image of a global bazaar in which exotic cuisines, exotic styles of dress, exotic music, exotic tribal customs can be savored indiscriminately, with no questions asked and no commitments required’ (Lasch 6). Paul Gilroy coins the notion of ‘conviviality’ to replace multiculturalism as a social process through which racism and xenophobia can be overcome. ‘Conviviality’, he suggests, ‘inspires us to demand a more mature polity that […] might be better equipped to deal with racial inequality and cultural plurality’ (Gilroy, ‘Multiculture’ 40-41). 
Atwood’s novel suggests that Gilroy is perhaps, overly optimistic. The case of Mr. Banerji, the Indian student who works with Elaine’s father, is one which complicates the multicultural acceptance of others. Mr. Banerji has been researching and working at the university for years. Elaine met him at Christmas dinner at her parents’ house when she was a child and at the lab where her father used to work at the university. As a result of bullying and her own displacement in the city, Elaine has her own uncertainties. She silently identifies with Mr. Banerji: ‘I can hardly believe he’s a man, he seems so unlike one. He’s a creature more like myself: alien and apprehensive’ (Cat’s Eye 130). Elaine senses Mr. Banerji’s alienation and his ambivalence in a culture that is not accepting of his difference. June Deery argues that Mr. Banerji has been ‘feminized through colonization’ (Deery 482). As such, his position as a colonized subject parallels Elaine’s position as a woman; both are victims of ‘global patriarchy’ (Deery 482). However, Mr. Banjeri’s problem, as Osborne argues, is with the ‘racial discrimination’ of a white racial Canada (Osborne 103). Mr. Banjeri leaves Canada for his home in India. The dynamics of patriarchy and colonialism operate in the face of the oppressed; the ‘feminised’ Elaine and the ‘racialised’ other, Mr. Banjeri. Though Elaine and Mr. Banjeri do not speak of their oppression, their silent affiliation suggests their powerlessness in encountering patriarchal and colonial domination.
Atwood’s ambivalence about transnational encounters and the effect of migration seem to accompany her cynicism about the construction of ‘sisterhood’ in the novel. She questions the impact of migration on women, a migration which is a consequence of political pressures and insecurity in their nations. She shows how, because of political conflicts, people are willing to dismantle the notions of home and nation for the sake of survival and experience exile (Rao 102). While Elaine wanders the Toronto streets engrossed in her memories, she notices ‘a middle-eastern [woman] of some kind’ (Cat’s Eye 313) who stops her to beg for money. The woman, a reminder of the suffering many people encounter every day, explains to Elaine that if she and her family return to her country they will be killed:
Please…They are killing many people […] I have with me a family of four. Two children. They are with me, it is my, it is my own responsibility. […] Twenty-five dollars can feed a family of four for a month. (Cat’s Eye 314) 

The woman does not say where the war is or which country she is from, but she represents the many asylum seekers who leave their homelands to escape war. In choosing not to identify the country, Atwood further complicates her position regarding the Middle East. However, she draws attention to two main points. First, the machinery of war has become a global phenomenon dislocating people from their nations, mostly those in underdeveloped countries. Elaine contemplates:  
Somehow the war never ended after all, it just broke up into pieces and got scattered, it gets in everywhere, you can’t shut it out. Killing is endless now, it’s an industry, there’s money in it, and the good side and the bad side are pretty hard to tell apart […] This is the war that killed Stephen. (Cat’s Eye 314) 

Second, Elaine’s ignorance of the political situation in the world at large is significant. Through this brief interaction, Atwood considers the possibilities and the restraints facing transnational feminist solidarity. A transnational alliance between the two women could be possible, yet it is obstructed through ignorance and the failure to overcome essentialised views. In spite of their exposure to gender discrimination, these women’s experiences and histories remain different. The mistrust with which they view each other is symbolic of the increasing fear of social ‘others’, and results in their separation instead of their solidarity. Elaine mistrusts the woman, thinking she might be ‘a dope addict’ and not what she claims to be.
Migration has its cost. As a refugee, this woman finds herself caught up in the matrix of a capitalist economic system which she finds increasingly inaccessible. Begging is common in many Middle Eastern countries, but begging in one of the ‘developed’ countries is a reflection of the reality that doubly oppresses this Middle Eastern woman: firstly as a refugee, and secondly as a woman. Begging is the most basic expression of dependence and inequality. The power politics between Elaine and the Middle-Eastern woman mirror forms of dependence and inequality that characterize the political and economic relationship between the West and the Middle East. 
This power structure therefore not only involves the politics of countries, but is replicated through relations between individuals from different countries. It can also influence the pattern of transnational relations debated in the West and Third-World/Middle-East feminist arenas. This imbalanced structure of ‘guilt and punishment’ (Hite, ‘Eye’ 205) results in hazardous acts in which individuals like Stephen and the Middle Eastern woman pay the price. Separated by their cultural and political contexts, Elaine thinks that this strange woman hates her: 
She’s shy, she doesn’t like what she’s doing, this grabbing of people on the street. […] We look at each other. […] It’s obscene to have such power; also to feel so powerless. Probably she hates me […] She nods. She’s not grateful, merely confirmed, in her opinion of me, or of herself. […] ‘God will bless you,’ she says. She doesn’t say Allah. Allah I might believe. (Cat’s Eye 314) 

It can be argued that this scene between Elaine and the Middle Eastern woman questions not only transnational relations: the limitation of Atwood’s transnational project is also relevant. Atwood emphasises the position with which she is most familiar, her Western culture. The author represents Elaine as the stereotype of a good modern Western woman: one who is willing to help another woman in need but who is hesitant to do so because of the woman’s ethnic/cultural difference and the preconceived notions of mistrust governing relationships with others. Atwood, like Elaine, speaks from the position of the ‘guilty’ Westerner who tries to reach out to other cultures, but who cannot fully transcend her cultural conceptions, class, and locale. Yet she tries to extend a hand towards others in order to initiate cultural conversation and to foster a transnational feminist alliance. Here, Atwood appears to raise questions about what place there might be for powerless and marginalized non-Canadian women in Canada. This process can sometimes involve painful negotiation. 
The act of ‘looking’ between the two women has a different significance from the patriarchal gaze discussed earlier. The gaze can be politicised and adds to the cultural complexity of the situation between the two women. The Middle Eastern woman becomes an object of the Western gaze which exploits the other’s difference. Both women reciprocate the ‘gaze’, sensing each other’s power. Yet the powerlessness of the two speaks of what feminists need to do to address the imbalanced relations between Western and Middle Eastern women. Elaine’s inability to do much to help the woman mirrors the woman’s dependency on other people to survive. 
Meyda Yeğenoğlu argues that the discourse on Muslim Middle Eastern woman is ‘characterized with an articulation of colonial and liberal feminist rhetoric in which woman’s status is used as the proof of the backwardness of Eastern cultures’ (Yeğenoğlu 97). Subject to the ‘imperial eye’ (Pratt) the veiled woman becomes ‘the concrete embodiment of oppressive Islamic traditions’ (Yeğenoğlu 98). Atwood complicates the Western tendency to view what is different as exotic through Elaine’s observation of the way the woman is dressed: 
It’s a woman, a girl really, middle-eastern of some kind: a long full skirt to above the ankles, printed cotton, Canadian gum-soled boots incongruous beneath; a short jacket buttoned up, a kerchief folded straight across the forehead with a pleat at either side, like a wimple. The hand that touches me is lumpy in its northern mitten, the skin of the wrist between mitten and jacket cuff brownish, like coffee with double cream. The eyes are large, as in painted waifs. (Cat’s Eye 313-314)

The woman, who looks very young to Elaine, blends elements of tradition and modernity in her dress. In so doing, she reveals a mixture of religious and cultural dress codes. She seems out of place in Toronto’s streets; her boots are ‘incongruous’ with her traditional dress. The woman’s difference is further complicated by the fact that she is veiled. Her ‘wimple’ seems to function like the Muslim ‘veil’ or the Christian religious head cover. Ironically, it foregrounds her as visibly out of place. Elaine subjects her to the gaze that defines the woman as someone who looks different and aesthetically pleasing, but still is a subject for consumption. As the above quote indicates, her thick mittens show her as rather child-like. Her eyes, large and wandering, reveal a sense of homelessness and abandonment. However, she asserts her need for survival by making herself visible in Toronto, managing ‘tradition and modernity, continuity and change’ (Clifford, Routes 186). The woman’s sense of homelessness and dependency echoes Elaine’s sense of isolation and guilt. These characteristics are increasingly becoming the embodiments of a larger global world where people’s fear and mistrust are intensified. 


The Global World of Oryx and Crake 

The driving force in the world today is the human heart—that is, human emotions. […] Our tools have become very powerful. Hate, not bombs, destroys cities. Desire, not bricks, rebuilds them. (Atwood qtd. in ‘Margaret Atwood: Interview’, n. pag.) 

The whole world is now one vast uncontrolled experiment. (Oryx 228)

We have a better idea about how to make hell on earth than we do about how to make heaven. (Atwood, ‘Aliens’, n. pag.)

Published in 2003, Oryx and Crake saw Atwood returning to the dystopian vision of The Handmaid’s Tale, and in some respects it represents her attempt to update the earlier novel to take account of new political challenges. The novel appeared during a period characterized by rapid advancement in science and technology. At the same time, the ‘war on terror’ and the threat of global warming became major international concerns. But Oryx and Crake reveals Atwood’s complete embracing of an increasingly transnational consciousness in which she was moving towards a global perspective. Oryx and Crake is certainly not about Canada, nor is it about Canada’s national identity: the topics raised are of great relevance to all countries in our globalised world. A number of scholars have focused on the novel’s concern with the genetic engineering industry and the related fear of bioterrorist attacks such as J. Brooks Bouson and Richard A. Posner. However, my interest is in the novel’s reflection of Atwood’s vision, which has become increasingly transnational. Two studies have influenced my reading of the novel through their discourse on globalization: Paul Streeten, Globalisation: Threat or Opportunity? ; and Ali Mohammadi and Muhammad Ahsan, Globalisation or Recolonisation?. In my reading of Oryx and Crake, I aim to examine Atwood’s global concern in the current political climate of the ‘war on terror’ and, at the same time, to address the limitations of her transnational project. I will suggest that the emerging discourse on globalization in the 1990s has shaped Atwood’s vision in Oryx and Crake. In this novel, she warns against the reduced power of the nation-state, the increasing influence of multinational corporations, and the rising economic gap between countries in the First and Third Worlds. 
The writing of Oryx and Crake coincided with the events of 9/11. According to Atwood, the shocking news made her feel uneasy about writing a ‘fictional catastrophe’ when a ‘real one happens’ (Atwood, Writing with Intent 285), but the social and political world Atwood transforms into a dystopia resembles our own. She criticizes the misuse of modern technology and scientific advances which make the world of Oryx and Crake not just a speculative fiction, but a possible reality which might be witnessed in future. Moreover, she shows how we participate in accelerating the horrific future she projects through our ignorance of and indifference to technological, political, and environmental changes. As she warns ‘what if we continue down the road we’re already on? How slippery is the slope? What are our saving graces? Who’s got the will to stop us?’ (emphasis original; Atwood, Writing with Intent 286). The transnational in Atwood’s political and literary imaginings is disputed terrain. She shows that the policies and economies of ‘First’ and ‘Third’ Worlds intersect and influence each other. As a result of ‘the penetration of national cultures and political systems by global and local driving forces’ (Guarnizo and Smith 3), certain dynamics, such as migration, trade, technology, and wars (like the ‘war on terror’) have not only brought distant places into contact with one another in liberating ways, but also in deeply dangerous ones. 
Atwood’s return to what she calls ‘speculative fiction’ is strategic. She gives an exaggerated account of what in our present might lead to a frightening future. Set in twenty-first century, the novel opens with the picture of a sole human survivor, Jimmy (Snowman) who wraps himself in a bed sheet and sleeps in a tree to keep away from the danger of genetically engineered animals: the pigoons and wolvogs. Snowman shares this post-catastrophic world with the Crakers, a genetically modified version of the human race. These child-like beings call him Snowman, and help him to survive without proper food or shelter. The Crakers are docile post-humans, designed to survive food scarcity and severe environmental change. Most importantly, the Crakers are free from desires, religious symbols, and any violent tendencies, which, according to Crake are responsible for the destruction of previous civilizations. Snowman begins to remember his past life with his best friend Crake and his beloved Oryx. Crake is a brilliant scientist. He is responsible for the worldwide spread of the deadly virus found in the BlyssPluss Pill. Crake is the epitome of the power of politics and capitalism, and the division along the lines of culture and class. Along with Snowman and Crake, the story of Oryx, an Asian woman who has had a past life of child trafficking and prostitution, repeats in a modified form the dilemma of the Middle Eastern woman in Cat’s Eye. 
 When the fatal epidemic spreads all over the world, Crake returns to the compound with Oryx. He slits her throat in front of Jimmy who, in turn, kills Crake in an outburst of rage. After the catastrophe, Snowman fulfils his promise to his beloved Oryx by taking care of the Crakers. He leads them from the contaminated compounds to a place of safety where they live by the sea. As for Snowman, he spends his days searching for food to survive and lamenting a past that will never return. But the novel ends with Snowman’s discovery that three other humans have survived. As in Atwood’s other novels, readers are left to speculate on Snowman’s fate.  
According to Tom Moylan, ‘in the dystopian turn of the closing decades of the twentieth century, the power of the authoritarian state gives way to the more pervasive tyranny of the corporation’ (Moylan 135). Atwood’s ambivalence towards transnationalism manifests itself in her grim description of modern capitalist societies run by multinational corporations. The post-national landscape takes over the authority of the nation-state, and surveillance becomes one of the tools of the capitalist powers dominating the contemporary world. This machinery of surveillance is run by the multinational corporations which are more powerful than nations and governments. The narrative focuses on Snowman’s present life within these compounds. At the same time it shifts to the past in an autobiographical narrative of his life prior to the catastrophe. Jimmy’s past reveals his personal carelessness and isolation. He grew up with his parents inside a heavily guarded compound run by the corporations. These compounds resemble today’s gated communities in U.S. and South Africa and are monitored by the CorpSeCorps, security forces that control borders between the compounds and the cities and operate as official spies for the corporations. 
Interrogating the powerful economic and cultural influence of capitalism, Atwood separates the society of Oryx and Crake into the privileged elite who live inside the ‘compounds’, and the dangerous mass of city dwellers who live in the ‘pleeblands’: areas of violence, poverty, corruption, and crime, whose name echoes the term ‘plebeian’ or lower class, ordinary people. The word ‘plebeian’ is Roman in origin, referring to a commoner, or a person of a lower social class. (Concise Oxford English Dictionary 1101). Jimmy remembers how access to these multicultural cities was restricted to television and media coverage of wars in these areas. He is brought up to believe that danger comes from the ‘other side’ or ‘sides’. He remembers his father explaining: 
It wasn’t just one other side you had to watch out for. Other companies, other countries, various factions and plotters. […] Too much hardware, too much soft ware, too many hostile bioforms, too many weapons of every kind. And too much envy and fanaticism and bad faith. Long ago, in the days of knights and dragons, the kings and dukes had lived in castles […] the Compounds were the same idea. Castles were for keeping you and your buddies nice and safe inside, and for keeping everybody else outside. (Oryx 27-28)

Ironically, the two places share the same ideology of tolerating and accepting violence; the compounds through unethical scientific experiments, the pleeblands through corrupt dealings such as trafficking in women and children, as the story of Oryx reveals. This division does not indicate one country as a model. Even if Atwood has not set her novel in America as she did in The Handmaid’s Tale, the setting provides an allegorical manifestation of an extreme capitalist model of a country such as the United States. It encapsulates her critique of the dominant economic and political powers who shape relations between First and Third World countries. 
Atwood’s narrative requires us to be conscious of both local as well as transnational conversations. The division she creates between the compounds and the pleeblands is an allegory of the increasing inequalities between rich and poor countries, ‘First’ and ‘Third’ Worlds. While they suffer from poverty and crime, the people in the ‘pleeblands’ work in harsh conditions to maintain the quality of life people in the ‘compounds’ demand. Replacing powerful governments, the ‘pleeblands’ are transformed into riotous places run by drug dealers, muggers and paupers. In one of his train connections to his college, Jimmy spends the journey looking at the pleeblands: 
Rows of dingy houses; apartment buildings with tiny balconies […] factories with smoke coming out of the chimneys. […] A huge pile of garbage, next to what he supposed was a high-heat incinerator. […] Everything in the pleeblands seemed so boundless, so porous, so penetrable, so wide-open. So subject to chance. (Oryx 196) 

An image of chaos characterizes the pleeblands. Borders are no longer secure. Instead, cities have become increasingly unsafe and penetrable places. Jimmy remembers his mother lamenting a different reality in the pleeblands than the current one:
Remember when you could drive anywhere? Remember when everyone lived in the pleeblands? Remember when you could fly anywhere in the world, without fear? Remember hamburger chains, always real beef… (emphasis original; Oryx 63)
Atwood identifies the transnational dynamics of power politics existing between First and Third Worlds through Oryx’s narrative. In a similar way to the Middle Eastern woman in Cat’s Eye, Oryx’s story speaks of the transnational mobility of women and their exploited position in developed countries. Oryx was born into a poor family in a Southern Asian village. She does not remember whether the village is ‘in Indonesia, or else Myanmar?...India…Vietnam…Cambodia’ (Oryx 115). As a migrant from her homeland, Oryx’s home becomes only imaginary. She breaks down the boundaries between the perception of home and other places. This process of what Friedman calls ‘defamiliarizing home’ teaches Oryx that ‘home’ is just a ‘culturally produced and not [an] inevitable’ concept (Friedman 110). At the age of eight, Oryx’s mother sold her because she could not afford to feed a large family. The man bought Oryx supposedly to sell flowers to tourists, but in fact he uses her for child prostitution. While surfing the internet, Jimmy and Crake meet little Oryx on HottTotts, a pornographic site. Two teenage boys are attracted to her exotic Asian beauty and they secretly fall in love with her. Many years later, when Jimmy starts working at the corporation where Crake works, he meets Oryx, who is working as a saleswoman travelling the world to promote Crake’s BlyssPluss Pill. At the same time, she is Crake’s sex slave. Crake and Jimmy’s attitudes towards Oryx differ: for Crake, Oryx is just an exotic commodity that fulfils his sexual desires, but Jimmy falls in love with her and their relationship remains secret to Crake. Even after her death Oryx remains a mystery. Her voice remains Snowman’s pleasant yet painful haunting memory.
By comparing Oryx’s story to Offred’s in The Handmaid’s Tale, it is also possible to argue that Atwood has consciously engaged with the colonial aspect, rather than just the class aspect, of gender exploitation. The danger of trafficking in women and children bring both Third and First Worlds together in the face of this global crisis. For example, the last twenty years has witnessed what Westwood and Phizacklea call a ‘rapid increase in the sex related entertainment industry which has become an integral part of the tourist industry on a global basis.’ In Thailand, two million women and children work in the sex industry (Westwood and Phizacklea 132). Oryx and Crake captures this globalisation of the sex trade. Atwood follows a similar sense of gender politics behind much of this totalitarianism, where women’s sexuality and reproduction are used as methods of control. In a similar way to Offred, who is imprisoned in the Republic of Gilead, Oryx’s situation speaks of the need for a change in the situation of women who struggle against sex trafficking, economic exploitation and prostitution. In presenting her future, Atwood envisions a world that is no longer safe for women and children. She states that Oryx’s story is ‘a different story. You read stories like this in the papers a lot. Child prostitution is with us in quite a massive way and so is ordinary, run-of-the-mill prostitution and so are lots of stories like that’ (qtd. in Halliwell 255). Crake’s ability to track Oryx and his exploitation of her economic need are examples of class and gender oppression. His relationship to Oryx is a manifestation of the oppressive economic, racial and class differences between the First World and the Third World. Oryx’s mobility through sex trafficking is the result of an economic system which increasingly dislocates and exploits women and creates new forms of slavery and sex exploitation. As Gayle Rubin explains:
The ‘exchange of women’ is a seductive and powerful concept. It is attractive in that it places the oppression of women within social systems, rather than biology. Moreover, it suggests that we look for the ultimate locus of women’s oppression within the traffic in women, rather than within the traffic in merchandise. […] Women are given in marriage, taken in battle, exchanged for favors, sent as tribute, traded, bought, and sold. Far from being confined to the ‘primitive world’, these practices seem only to become more pronounced and commercialized in more ‘civilized’ societies. (Rubin 779)

Oryx is the epitome of this global trafficking of women which links worlds together in an unequal power bond. Although her story picks up on discourses of the Far East and the globalization of the sex trade, this also has resonances within an Arab context: here there are similar debates about sex trafficking. The position of Oryx as an Eastern woman living in the West resembles that of Amira (the Moroccan prostitute) and Lamis (the divorced Iraqi woman) in Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Only in London. Lamis has been sold into an arranged marriage and transferred with her husband from her home country to live in London. Lamis accepts the economic bargain to be married to a rich Iraqi to help her family escape poverty. Within this marriage, Lamis has no authority over herself except through her husband. Amira’s situation is slightly different. She has not been forced into prostitution, but with no credentials she is left with prostitution as the only choice available for survival in London. 
Oryx refuses to accept her lot in life and manages to find ways to live well while keeping channels for sex work open. However, when comparing Oryx with Amira, the former has less freedom/life than the latter. Though she seems to be living a good life, especially after working at Crake’s corporation, Oryx is nevertheless enslaved. Even her story, which is given a role and provides a crucial dimension in the plot, remains ‘veiled’. This is where Oryx’s story meets that of the Middle Eastern woman in Cat’s Eye and reveals a limitation in Atwood’s transnational project. Both are narrated and subjected to the Western conceptions of the Oriental ‘other’. Oryx’s past is limited to the projections and fantasies of a Western man (Snowman). He tries to recreate Oryx and her story according to his conceptions of Eastern women. Snowman remains attracted to Oryx’s Oriental beauty, yet he is like Elaine in feeling his Western guilt and responsibility towards this woman. For this reason, his romantic attachment to Oryx is based on his sense of responsibility and his lack of power to help her change her life. What is more, narrating Oryx’s story from a Western perspective suggests that though Atwood tries to create cultural interaction, her vision is like that of Snowman and Elaine remains limited to her own Western judgments. It can also be argued that though the novel is called Oryx and Crake, the book is not really about Oryx at all: it tells the story of Snowman and Crake. What this suggests is Atwood’s cultural awareness of how it is expected that the stereotypically wealthy Western man will use the Eastern woman as his sex slave. 
 As it is revealed through the East-West cultural encounter represented in both novels, it is possible to argue that Atwood speaks from the stance which is closest to her immediate cultural position. As Charles Bernheimer states, regardless of the time spent learning about a culture, ‘if it is not yours “in the blood,” it will always be possible for you to be found lacking in some quality of authenticity’ (Bernheimer 9). In spite of her attempts to reach out her hand to those oppressed by ‘wars on terror’ and to imagine this truly transnational subject, Atwood is not able to speak to Middle-Eastern or Asian cultures as an insider. Like Al-Shaykh, she has to cope with the pressure of cultural barriers which keep her remote from other cultures. 
However, this limitation does not prevent Atwood from engaging in shared feminist concerns. Atwood’s feminist interest in the subjugated condition of women across national divides is not limited to a specific geopolitical space. On the contrary, her exploration of women’s oppression reveals her global concern and her obligation to a transnational feminist agenda that reaches out women wherever they are. Though on the surface the novel seems to be more about Snowman and Crake, Atwood leaves a space to consider Oryx’s situation. Though projecting the voices of the Middle Eastern woman and Oryx, Atwood does not intend to speak from an ethnocentric position on behalf of Third World women. A sincere feminist affiliation with oppressed women in other cultures is evident in the novel. She reminds the reader that there is a political obligation and a need to address the victimization that women like the Middle Eastern woman and Oryx encounter. These women are the products of a capitalist system that both displaces them and discriminates against them. 
Sallie Westwood and Annie Phizacklea argue that ‘while the privileged consume other cultures integrated into the global economy as providers of holiday, sex, exotic and cheap labour, the poor world ravages by a poverty which is the direct consequence of the international division of labour’ (Westwood and Phizacklea 3). Atwood poses a chilling problem concerning the dynamics operating between people, cultures and economic processes through exposing the exotic commodification of child prostitution and the tourism industry. As a child, Oryx used to sell flowers to tourists: 
When you saw a foreigner, especially one with a foreign woman beside him, you should approach and hold up the roses. […] They would always give you more – sometimes much more – than the flower was worth. […] Who could resist her [Oryx]? Not many of the foreigners. Her smile was perfect […] hesitant, shy, taking nothing for granted. It was a smile with no ill will in it: it contained no resentment, no envy, only the promise of heartfelt gratitude. (Oryx 129-30) 
 
Oryx’s Oriental looks and childhood innocence win the hearts of tourists who view her as an exotic object. However, some tourists are not satisfied with buying roses from little children. They are searching for illegal sex outside their own countries. Oryx was asked to accompany those foreign men who want sex without fear of being caught by the local authorities. However, Oryx (as well as other children) is used as bait to attract such tourists and catch them in the sex act by the local authorities who blackmail and threaten them. They, in return, are willing to pay large sums of money for the sake of buying back their escape home:
It was they [the men] who were helpless, they who would soon have to stammer apologies in their silly accents and hop around on one foot in their luxurious hotel rooms, trapped in their own pant legs with their bums sticking out […] they would cry. As for the money, the emptied their pockets, they threw all the money they had […] They didn’t want to spend any time in jail, not in that city, where the jails were not hotels and it took a very long time for charges to be laid and for trials to be held. They wanted to get into taxis, as soon as they could, and climb onto big airplanes, and fly away through the sky. (Oryx 133)  

This quote shows again the moral degeneracy of such foreign tourists who use their wealth to take advantage of the needs of the poor. It presents a darker version of Elaine’s encounter with the Middle Eastern woman, where the dynamics of power determine and specify the pattern of the relationship between two people. Oryx’s strength and resistance disintegrate in the face of her complicity with the economic system and gender politics which keep her at the mercy of men. As with Stephen and the terrorist incident in Cat’s Eye, Atwood sees that at its worst the intercultural encounter might generate acts of violence due to imbalanced structures of power and inequality. 
From the world of sexual exploitation the narrative moves to explore the marketing industry, which exploits political conflicts to promote violent computer games for financial profit and greed. At the same time it condemns the frivolity of youth towards the atrocities that have taken place throughout history, and which now are only trivialized into computer games. One of Jimmy and Crake’s favourite games, Blood and Roses, is played with ‘human atrocities […] individual rapes and murders didn’t count, there had to have been a large number of people wiped out’ (Oryx 78). What Atwood has imagined is not just a dystopian future, but the histories of many nations and civilizations that were wiped out. Yet clearly, Atwood contemplates the way human history repeats itself and how it is one that is written in blood. Snowman remembers how the game Blood and Roses records the catastrophes and the tyrants passing through history:
The sack of Troy, says a voice in his ear. The destruction of Carthage. The Vikings. The Crusades. Ghenghis Khan. Attila the Hun. The massacre of the Cathars. The witch burnings. The destruction of Aztec. Ditto the Maya. Ditto the Inca. The Inquisition. Vlad the Impaler. The massacre of the Huguenots. Cromwell in Ireland. The French Revolution. The Napoleonic Wars. The Irish Famine. Slavery in the American South. King Leopold in the Congo. The Russian Revolution. Stalin. Hitler. Hiroshima. Mao. Pol Pot. Idi Amin. Sri Lanka. East Timor. Saddam Hussein. (emphasis original; Oryx 79-80) 

In this long list, the narrative cites to the universal suffering and atrocities that repeat the same cycle of violence and tyrants through history. It is a history where from ancient times until today the mania for power is characterized by the mass destruction of human life. Atwood’s political consciousness of the conflict between Iraq and America is conveyed through her reference to Saddam Hussein. In 2002, Atwood was among a hundred and twenty prominent Canadians signing a petition to the Canadian government rejecting the war on Iraq (‘Time to Move Beyond War’, n. pag.).  In an interview given around this time, she states: ‘the United States should try to imagine what it is like to be Saddam Hussein. Because if you can see the problem from the point of view of the other person, you have a much better chance of resolving it’ (qtd. in Meltzer 178).
At the same time, Atwood criticizes Islamic forms of fundamentalism. On a website originated in the Middle East, alibooboo.com (a parodic reference to one of the Arabic/Persian stories in One Thousand and One Nights) Jimmy and Crake watch thieves being punished by having their hands cut off and adulterers and lipstick-wearers being stoned to death (Oryx 82). Other websites, such as hedsoff.com, Noodie News and Extinctathon, promote rape, genocide, live executions, and murders. Jimmy does not find these websites as amusing as Crake does, but he does nothing to prevent Crake from committing his computer violence. As an adult, Jimmy/Snowman blames himself for trivializing the history of wars and tyrants as modern pastimes, instead of understanding their lessons. But even more, he blames himself for failing to realize this was the seed of Crake’s destructive plans to play ‘God’ and wipe out the human race: 
How could I have missed it? Snowman thinks. What [Crake] was telling me. How could I have been so stupid? No, not stupid. He can’t describe himself, the way he’d been. Not unmarked – events had marked him, he’d had his own scars, his dark emotions. Ignorant, perhaps. Unformed, inchoate. […] He’d grown up in walled spaces, and then he had become one. He had shut things out. (Oryx 184)

	In her description of the compounds, the multicultural pleeblands and the connection of both through computer networks, Atwood is thus alluding to the ‘war on terror’. This is not fought through national confrontations but through the dispersal of terrorism and resistance through international networks. Stephen Howe argues that in the early twenty-first century radical forms of transnational resistance, such as the 9/11 events, ‘inevitably leave a more immediate impression on one’s consciousness’ (Howe 79). The reason, he asserts, is that the level of atrocity and violence of these acts linger in people’s memories. For Tariq Ali, the events of 9/11 resulted in ‘A torrent of images and descriptions [that] has made these the most visible, the most global and the best-reported acts of violence of the last fifty years’ (Ali 1), while Robert A. Pape provides a political analysis of terrorists’ attacks and the clash with Western governments (Pape 1-18). In the novel, Atwood shows her scepticism about these transnational resistance and anti-globalization movements. In the Happicuppa incident which starts when the Helth Wyzer Corporation introduces a new modified coffee bean to the market, Atwood creates a similar context where war spreads on a global scale. The Happicuppa war bears a striking resemblance to the Gulf war, the 9/11 attacks, and many other wars taking place today. With their high-profile media coverage and global attention they attract protestors from countries all over the world. The spread of this type of coffee puts many of the small growers of coffee out of business. As a result, business owners and labourers are threatened by poverty and unemployment. Raging demonstrators protest against the modified coffee gene. Jimmy and Crake do not protest, but follow the news coverage. 
Drawing on 9/11, Atwood reveals her transnational consciousness through her representation of the Happicuppa event as a global reality of the war industry. Nations are threatened, governments lack power, and the fear of conflicting political ideologies and religious fanaticism increases: 
The resistance movement was global. Riots broke out, crops were burned, Happicuppa cafés were looted, Happicuppa personnel were car-bombed or kidnapped or shot by snipers or beaten to death by mobs; and, on the other side, peasants were massacred by the army. Or by the armies, various armies; a number of countries were involved. But the soldiers and dead peasants all looked much the same where they were. They looked dusty. (Oryx 179)   

The CorpSeCorps security cannot stop the chaos and danger of terrorism. Instead, the spread of violence and hatred increases. As Jimmy remembers, ‘crazed anti-Happicuppa fanatics bombed the Lincoln Memorial, killing five visiting Japanese schoolkids that were part of a Tour of Democracy’ (Oryx 181). The war spreads to include several nations, and global resistance breaks out as a reaction against neo-colonial economic and political power. Just as Atwood criticizes the women’s movement in Cat’s Eye, in Oryx and Crake she directs her criticism on globalisation and transnational resistance. The former results in the loss of cultural identity for countries, whereas the latter might, in extreme cases, lead to a backlash of radical ideologies. Her ironic reference to the ‘Tour of Democracy’ is a bitter dystopian reflection on a democracy that can be obstructed through these dynamics.   
Technology has moved ahead and brought the world together through revolutions in communication, and information technology yet Atwood’s vision in Oryx and Crake is pessimistic. Technology has not brought an end to globally shared disasters. Snowman contemplates:    






Cat’s Eye demonstrates the extent to which a specifically Canadian novel is still capable of travelling and addressing an Arab readership. What makes the novel universally appealing, especially to Arab women readers, is its exemplification of the practices of patriarchy embedded through the dominance of fathers. Cat’s Eye, like The Story of Zahra, represents themes of gender politics, patriarchy and motherhood which are commonly debated topics and shared experiences among women and feminists across cultures. Atwood and Al-Shaykh have demonstrated an awareness of the interaction, and the resultant effects on women, of these themes across local and global discourses of power. In spite of the novels’ specific Canadian and Lebanese contexts, they have conversed with readers across national boundaries.




























Throughout this thesis, my concern has been the literary works of Margaret Atwood and Hanan Al-Shaykh that mark an interest in contemporaneous East-West cultural relations. Through presenting a model that perceives these writers and their literary productions as ‘transnational literary ambassadors’, this study has explored the ways in which women’s writings travel and cross geopolitical locations and has discussed thematic parallels that indicate a continuum of dialogue between the West and the Arab world. 
From this discussion, I can conclude that there is an obvious disposition by both Atwood and Al-Shaykh to address issues of a cross-cultural nature, and to present themselves as ambassadors for humanitarian reconciliation and considerate understanding between one culture and another. The presence of a transnational encounter in Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s fiction pushes the reader to think of the effect this encounter has on the cultural and political themes that permeate their fiction. One finds that their fiction originates from cultural meanings which are able to communicate through their shared feminist imaginings across different geopolitical regions. 
My analysis and discussion throughout the thesis have revealed that Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s cultural and political concerns, especially in their recent fiction, exhibit an aspiration to search for a means of contact between the West and the East. Both yearn for better human contact that is neither politically governed by the tensions in East-West relations nor fostered by cultural misunderstandings. I have shown that Al-Shaykh accomplishes this, perhaps problematically, through seduction. In other words, it is more noticeable in her fiction that she deliberately uses sexuality and sensual relations to romanticize the relationship between the West and the Arab world. In spite of a confrontation that is usually represented through differences in cultural attitudes, her novels demonstrate that there remains a space for a fusion between the Arab world and the West. Though this might be misconceived as the writer’s descent into Orientalist stereotypes, Al-Shaykh challenges Western-Arab stereotypical representations. Her novels present images of Arab women who are trying to assert their individuality. Al-Shaykh sees in this transnational encounter an opportunity for her female protagonists to transcend cultural binaries and achieve liberation through sexuality. Furthermore, I have shown that crossing cultural bridges has been integral to Al-Shaykh’s personal and literary development. She welcomes her complex Arab, Lebanese and British identities as the embodiment of a cosmopolitan self. Her experiences in London have, indeed, enabled a cosmopolitan feminist agenda that aims at curtailing cultural divides. 
My research has revealed that Atwood, on the other hand, envisages this transnational crossing through warning about the danger of xenophobia and misrepresentation of the other. She suggests that this East-West encounter runs the risk of generating stereotypical representations and asymmetrical power relations. Nevertheless, like Al-Shaykh, Atwood is working towards increasing understanding between cultures. Yet it seems that Atwood differs from Al-Shaykh; she has not fully transcended the limiting socio-political interests of her white Canadian culture. As I have explained, Atwood’s attempt to engage with non-Western ‘others’ and to sympathize with their cultural differences remains limited. She depicts her characters as entrenched within the assumptions of Western culture, as discussed in Chapter Six. In Cat’s Eye and Oryx and Crake, the protagonists, Elaine and Jimmy, seem detached and powerless in spite of their serious attempts to help people from other cultures and ethnicities.
Atwood and Al-Shaykh utilize their personal and cultural experiences to delve into the complex relationship between the West and the East. They write literature that accommodates differences and builds bridges of communication between divergent, yet transnational, cultures. They shift personal alliances and settings between the West and the East, but their focus remains on the actual experiences of their female protagonists. 
For Al-Shaykh’s Arab protagonists, the West is a location which invites inspiration and new opportunities. Thus, migration and displacement are not problematic concepts. Al-Shaykh celebrates both as necessary experiences that enrich and broaden one’s cultural horizons. For non-Westerners, Atwood sees that the West is a place that offers limited opportunities, and in some cases it locates these migrants on the fringes of the social and economic ladder of Western society. Hence, her non-Western characters suffer from displacement and alienation. Ironically, these feelings are collectively shared with Westerners themselves. This, as Atwood reveals through her protagonists in the works studied, denotes an increasingly globalised world. 
This study has suggested that in spite of Atwood and Al-Shaykh’s powerful cultural messages, there seems to be certain limitations to what these writers can achieve. In line with Stanley Fish’s theory, I have shown that the present political and cultural contexts between the Arab world and the West, along with the role of contemporary readers, have been determinant factors that give less authority to the literary texts and writers’ messages. Hence, a study of the literature of women writers that travels across cultures cannot escape a discussion of the politics of reception. I have stressed the role of contemporary readers in introducing new interpretations to literary texts in the light of 9/11. In this sense, readers provide new insights into both the understanding of literature and the extent to which literary readings are influenced by existing political and cultural conditions. 
The message of reading literature through this model of ‘transnational literary ambassadorship’ helps in promoting dialogue between contemporary women writers and creates a community of transnational women’s voices among Western and Arab feminists. For ‘many strong voices’, this model of literary ambassadorship empowers a collective sense of feminist and cultural interaction aimed at changing certain Western and Eastern misrepresentations, particularly those concerning women. To this effect, Al-Shaykh has been successful in making her voice heard as an Arab feminist writer in the West. Writing about the Arab diaspora has given her an opportunity to endeavour to resolve many of the prejudices against Arab women. On the other hand, the model has its limitations since it runs the risk of essentializing women, their experiences and their complex identities, veiling them as homogenous.
My study is not a final assessment of the transnational crossing of literature. It prepares the ground for an understanding of the complex relationship between the West and the Arab world through contemporary women writers’ literature – a dialogue that engages Western literature with that produced by Arab women writers. Reading literature through a transnational prism helps to establish a conversation between women writers, and to see beyond cultural divisions and political conflicts. It would be interesting, for instance, to investigate how this transnational literary crossing is applicable to other contemporary women writers and useful for the studies of reception. Writers such as the Egyptian Ahdaf Soueif, the British-Bangladeshi Monica Ali, the British-Jamaican Zadie Smith, and the British-Jordanian Fadia Faqir all live and publish in the West and are cases for such investigations. In spite of their cultural differences and, in the case of Smith and Ali, their mixed races, these writers are still able to cross geopolitical borders through their shared feminist concerns. 
The study of translation and its effects on studying comparative literature is complementary to this project of transnational literary ambassadorship. The analysis of transnational literary studies can be further enriched by studying the role of translation as a process of ‘cultural negotiation’ – a concept that is not new in literary studies. Umberto Eco explains the dynamics which influence the process of translation, suggesting that when reading a translated literary text it is not only the intention of the writer which should be taken into consideration, but also the effect the process of translation has on the literary text. Eco’s concern is to appreciate translation not only as a linguistic domain, but also as a ‘cultural affair’ (Eco 122). He argues:
Negotiation is a process by virtue of which, in order to get something each party renounces something else, and at the end everybody feels satisfied since one cannot have everything. In this kind of negotiation there may be many parties: on one side there is the original text, with its own rights, sometimes an author who claims right over the whole process, along with the cultural framework in which the original text is born; on the other side, there is the destination text, the cultural milieu in which it is expected to be read and even the publishing industry, which can recommend different translation criteria. […] A translator is the negotiator between those parties. (Eco 6)

Similarly, Timothy Brennan states that much as the process of translation is difficult, what is more challenging is ‘“translating” the culture itself – its sense of history, its source materials, its literary allusions and assumptions’ (Brennan, At Home 43). Translation is important to overcoming cross-cultural divides. But what is more important is to overcome the marginalization and silencing of some Arab women writers who, because of prejudice and political tensions between the West and the Arab world, are unable to take the opportunity of being read in translation. Brennan, for instance, states that one major reason for overlooking ‘potential best-sellers’ of non-Western writers can be related to ‘the political hostility toward the Arab world in the United States, the tireless images of “terrorism,” oil dependency, and religious fanaticism’ (Brennan 42-3).  
A full examination of the role of translation is beyond the scope of this thesis, but I would suggest that it is significant to examine the extent to which the literary texts of Atwood and Al-Shaykh can be read as forms of ‘cultural negotiation’, as a means through which cultures can interact and converse. It is worth pursuing, for instance, why the Egyptian author and translator Sahar Tawfiq has chosen Atwood’s novel Alias Grace (1997) in particular for translation into Arabic, and how she perceives the relevance of this 19th century murder novel to an Arab readership.
It would also be fruitful to investigate the role of translators and publishers, and the extent to which they have a major influence on the processes of either cultural interaction or cultural suppression. It can be said that cultural suppression is applied to Al-Shaykh’s novel Imra’atãn ‘alá Shaãti’ al-bahr [Two Women on the Beach] which was published in 2003. This novel has not received the same attention and popularity that its predecessor Only in London enjoyed. So far, Two Women on the Beach has not been translated, in spite of it raising concerns about the increasingly tense relations between some countries of the Middle East and Western countries post-9/11 and its representation of two liberal and independent Arab women. When asked about the reason, Al-Shaykh answered that the novel has been read from one limited angle: the sectarianism of Christianity and Islam. Al-Shaykh said that she wrote the novel to show that ‘religion is not a burden in a woman’s life’ (Al-Shaykh, Telephone Interview). In line with Graham Huggan’s notion of marketing the exotic, I would venture to say that Two Women on the Beach has not been translated as it does not fulfill the conditions of marketability of a novel that has arrived from the Arab world. What seems to be problematic is the novel’s representation of autonomous Arab women, an image that is not expected in the literature of Arab women writers. 
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^2	  Hanan Al-Shaykh’s Misk al-Ghazal (Women of Sand and Myrrh) was published in Arabic in 1988 by Dar Al-Adab-Beirut-Lebanon. The English translation is by Catherine Cobham, under the title Women of Sand and Myrrh, hereafter abbreviated to Women. 
